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Note	regarding	previous	work:	
	
My	work	‘Ripping	Fencing	from	the	Ground’	(2014),	was	created	in	the	lead	up	to	beginning	the	research	
for	this	 thesis.	 Images	and	an	artist	statement	have	been	 included	here	to	give	a	visual	context	to	my	
work	featured	in	this	thesis.	‘Ripping	Fencing	from	the	Ground’	is	indirectly	associated	with	the	research	
of	 ‘A	 Hydrological	 Imaginary’.	 Accordingly,	 my	 newer	 work	 will	 be	 discussed	 alongside	 work	 from	
relevant	 artists	 throughout	 this	 thesis.	 ‘Ripping	 Fencing	 from	 the	Ground’	 is	 pre-emptive	 to	my	work	
during	the	Masters	degree	at	Sydney	College	of	the	Arts.		
	
‘Ripping	 Fencing	 from	 the	Ground’	 is	 a	 site-specific	 intervention	 involving	 the	 removal	 of	 a	 boundary	
fence,	performed	on	the	a	former	family	property	in	Megalong	in	the	Upper	Blue	Mountains,	NSW.	The	
work	 was	 originally	 made	 for	 the	 2014	 exhibition	 ‘(semi)permeable’,	 held	 at	 Archive	 Space,	 Sydney.	
(semi)permeable	explored	a	conceptual	framework	examining	the	modernist	notion	of	surface	as	truth	
against	the	postmodern	assertion	of	reality	as	an	illusion.	Through	my	work	alongside	artist	Niall	Robb,	
the	exhibition	held	the	following	pretence,	that	surfaces	are	‘..an	active	site,	a	semi	permeable	barrier	
who’s	penetration	is	determined	by	our	own	participation.	Surfaces	are	a	fluid	or	active	barrier	that	can	
be	approached	from	either	side,	a	barrier	that	decays	–	that	opens	up	–	that	is	transformable.’	In	respect	
to	my	work,	here	is	an	excerpt	of	my	artists	statement:	
	
‘The	country	fence	plays	a	pivotal	role	in	demarcating	the	private	and	public	spaces	of	civilisations,	past	
and	 present,	 and	 is	 evidence	 of	 an	 ongoing	 need	 to	 control	 the	 landscape.	 The	 fence	 represents	 a	
rupture	of	 the	natural	passageways	within	 the	 rural	environment.	 Fences	establish	a	demarcated	and	
specialised	use	of	the	hillsides,	plains	and	valleys;	marking	a	new	combination	of	materials,	both	organic	
and	 inorganic,	 to	 serve	 a	 regulated	 purpose,	 the	 management	 of	 worthwhile	 farming	 property.	 The	
fence	controls	the	otherwise	free-flowing	nature	of	the	landscape.’	
‘However,	 within	 the	 semi-domestic	 realm	 of	 the	 pastoral	 landscape,	 the	 humble	 fence	 is	 not	 a	
permanent	 solution	 to	 space	 management.	 It	 is	 subject	 to	 periods	 of	 sustained	 use,	 abuse	 and	
subsequent	decay.	Old	fences	become	rusted	and	begin	to	sag.	As	a	result	of	this	eventual	degradation,	
fences	 no	 longer	 serve	 a	 utilitarian	 purpose;	 thus,	 the	 transient	 nature	 of	 man-made	 boundaries	
becomes	evident.	‘1	
It	 is	 here,	 at	 this	 point	of	 decay,	 that	we	may	observe	 the	existence	of	man-made	 containments	 in	 a	
different	context	-	the	hydrological	realm.	The	basis	of	this	thesis,	an	examination	of	the	sociocultural,	
historical	and	artistic	undercurrents	of	water	 in	contemporary	art,	builds	on	‘Ripping	Fencing	from	the	
Ground’s	dissection	of	man-made	boundaries,	of	the	permeable	and	impermeable	elements	of	organic	
and	artificial	demarcations	of	space	–	dams,	canals	and	artificial	bodies	of	water.	
An	excerpt	of	the	video	documentation	of	‘Ripping	Fencing	from	the	Ground’	can	be	viewed	here.	
	 	
                                                
1	Niall	Robb,	“Conceptual	Rationale:	(semi)permeable	[22nd	October	-8th	November,	2014],	Archive	Space	(2014):	2.		2	‘Some	Mythology	of	the	Gundungurra	Tribe,	NSW',	R.H	Mathews.	First	published	in	Zeitschrift	für	Ethnologie,	vol.		
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A Hydrological Imaginary 
Abstract	
	
	
My	work	questions	the	ongoing	dialogue	between	technology	and	nature.	This	dialogue	is	most	evident	
in	 landscapes	 and	 their	 respective	 ecosystems,	 specifically	 rivers.	 These	 bodies	 of	 water	 are	 a	 fluid	
mirror	 reflecting	 a	 wavering	 view	 of	 ourselves,	 a	 constructed	 human	 presence	 within	 the	 natural	
environment.	 This	 thesis	 offers	 a	 way	 of	 understanding	 these	 pipelines,	 dams,	 canals	 and	 attendant	
infrastructures	in	a	conceptual	manner.	These	encapsulating	forms	that	interrupt,	shape	and	utilise	the	
natural	realm	are	the	facades	of	a	hydrological	imaginary.		
	
‘A	Hydrological	Imaginary’	addresses	this	field	of	tension	between	the	river	and	its	artificial	counterparts	
-	canals,	pipelines	and	human-made	containments.	The	core	of	the	thesis	is	a	discussion	of	rivers,	dams	
and	water-based	infrastructure	that	illustrates	how	environmentally	engaged	art	discourses	respond	to	
the	technological	and	sociocultural	elements	of	water.	
	
This	paper	discusses	the	strategies	of	artists	that	work	with	bodies	of	water	through	photography,	such	
as	 Australian	 artist	 David	 Stephenson	 and	German	 artists	 Bernd	 and	Hilla	 Becher	 along	with	my	 own	
photographic	work.	Multi-disciplinary	artists	such	as	UK	artists	Simon	Starling	and	Rachel	Whiteread	are	
also	discussed,	along	with	the	work	of	American	artist	Robert	Smithson	and	American	artist	John	Roloff.	
These	conceptual	art	practices	are	to	be	connected	to	American	writer	David	E.	Nye	and	Scandinavian	
Professor	Terje	Tvedt’s	 ideas	on	 the	underlying	histories	of	 geopolitics,	 the	 technological	 sublime	and	
Australian	 writer	 Martin	 Thomas’	 ideas	 on	 the	 role	 of	 environmentalism	 in	 art.	 Thus,	 this	 thesis	
illustrates	how	art	 agitates	 the	hydrological	 realm	and	 contributes	 to	 the	 creation	of	new	 reflections,	
meanings	 and	 possibilities	 from	 the	 narratives	 of	 contained	 water,	 submerged	 histories	 and	 socio-
cultural	attributes	to	the	landscape.		
	
I	have	used	my	practice	to	bring	context	to	these	concepts	around	the	ideas	of	contained	nature	and	the	
movement	 of	 water	 in	 two	 solo	 exhibitions	 that	 featured	 video,	 photographic	 and	 kinetic	 sculptures	
created	 in	 a	 range	of	 staged	 encounters	with	 rivers	 in	 Eastern	Australia.	 Alongside	my	previous	work	
based	on	the	Yangtze	River	in	China	in	2012,	and	work	made	within	the	Blue	Mountains	in	2012	–	2015	
prior	to	commencing	this	Masters	project,	this	thesis	is	a	distillation	of	these	seemingly	disparate	bodies	
of	water.	It	is	a	narrative	on	historic	systems,	aesthetics	and	possibilities	of	the	natural	and	the	assisted	
movement	of	water.	
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Preface:	The	Coxs	River	Run	
 
	
	
Figure	2:	Coxs	River	from	the	Pipeline,	Bryden	Williams		
	
	
The	Coxs	River	is	a	perennial	river	located	within	the	Blue	Mountains	National	Park	in	New	South	Wales	
(NSW).	The	Gundungurra	people	of	the	Blue	Mountains	region	value	this	river	as	an	 important	part	of	
their	 culture.	 It	 is	 a	 result	 of	 an	 ancient	 struggle	 between	 an	 eel-like	 creature,	 Gurangatch,	 and	 a	
fisherman	 assailant,	 Mirragang2.	 Its	 water	 holes	 and	 winding	 descent	 through	 the	 wilderness	 of	 this	
ancient	plateau	are	the	evidence	of	an	epic	pursuit	that	 inadvertently	created	a	range	of	sacred	water	
holes,	now	partially	submerged	under	the	man-made	body	of	water,	Warragamba	Dam.	Gurangatch	and	
Mirrigang	 are	 elements	 of	 an	 ancient	 cultural	 association	 to	 the	 hydrological	 aspects	 of	 the	 Blue	
Mountains	region	–	a	region	defined	by	its	unique	biodiversity	and	potential	for	creative	inspiration.			
	
The	Coxs	River	starts	as	a	swamp	on	the	Great	Dividing	Range	near	Piper's	Flat,	Ben	Bullen.	From	here,	it	
flows	across	the	central	tablelands,	past	my	family's	old	property	in	the	Megalong	Valley	(where	I	came	
to	know	it),	entering	the	Burragorang	Valley	where	it	joins	the	Wollondilly,	becoming	the	Warragamba	
and	finally	the	Hawkesbury,	before	entering	the	Pacific	Ocean.	Along	the	way	 it	 is	 impounded	by	Lake	
Lyell,	 servicing	 the	 recently	 defunct	 Wallerawang	 and	 the	 currently	 operating	 Mount	 Piper	 power	
stations,	 and	 Warragamba	 Dam,	 where	 it	 provides	 Sydney	 with	 its	 water	 supply.	 The	 water	 itself	
navigates	 natural	 and	 man-made	 environments,	 being	 utilised	 for	 mining,	 agriculture	 and	 irrigation	
purposes.	As	a	result	of	these	human	engagements	the	river	takes	on	different	appearances	during	this	
great	exchange	with	the	landscape.	
	
                                                2	‘Some	Mythology	of	the	Gundungurra	Tribe,	NSW',	R.H	Mathews.	First	published	in	Zeitschrift	für	Ethnologie,	vol.	
40,	1908,	pp.	203-06.	http://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/p99461/mobile/ch11.html	
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The	 Coxs	 River	 underscored	 the	 bottom	 paddock	 of	 our	 family	 property	 in	Megalong	 Valley.	 Twenty	
years	were	spent	at	Kelgoola.	We	frequented	waterholes	and	rode	our	horses	along	the	sandy	banks	of	
the	Coxs.	 In	close	proximity	 to	our	 stretch	of	 the	 river	were	 two	crossings.	One,	a	concrete	causeway	
built	 for	 private	 use	 and	 the	 other	 a	 metal	 bridge	 with	 no	 deck.	 This	 metal	 bridge	 is	 an	 easement	
constructed	 by	 Sydney	 Water	 to	 provide	 access	 for	 inspecting	 an	 overhead	 pipeline.	 While	 both	
crossings	 flooded	 over	most	 years,	 the	 above-ground	 pipeline’s	 pre-stressed	 concrete	maintained	 its	
safe	 distance	 above	 the	 raging	 floodwaters.	 The	 pipeline	 was	 constructed	 between	 1961-64	to	 pipe	
drinking	water	from	the	Fish	River	 in	the	west	up	to	Greaves	catchment	on	the	upper	Blue	Mountains	
plateau,	 cutting	 west	 to	 east,	 from	 Oberon	 to	 Medlow	 Bath	 –	 a	 passage	 of	 water	 that	 defies	 the	
impermeable	land	barrier	of	the	Great	Dividing	Range.3	
	
In	2015	Kelgoola	was	sold;	no	longer	a	responsibility	for	my	parents	to	manage,	and	for	me,	no	longer	a	
place	to	visit.	This	event	ushered	in	a	shift	in	my	art	and	thus	instilled	the	basis	of	this	thesis.	I	spent	one	
final	night	at	the	house	by	myself.	I	photographed	the	empty	rooms	and	recorded	the	ghostly	sounds	of	
the	fridge	in	the	kitchen	and	the	wood	fire	stove	while	the	distant	sounds	of	the	frogs	at	the	dam	found	
their	way	 into	 the	 recording.	 I	 began	my	 research	 degree	 just	 as	we	moved	 on	 from	 Kelgoola,	 and	 I	
found	my	thoughts	resting	on	the	pipe	and	bridge	down	by	the	river.	While	the	sound	of	the	fridge	and	
combustion	stove	had	fixed	themselves	in	my	mind,	so	too	did	recollections	of	drying	algae	cakes	on	the	
hot	 steel.	 Images,	 and	 sensations:	 clambering	 across	 the	 pipeline	 from	 one	 end	 to	 the	 other;	
movements	amplified	 in	the	steel	pipe.	The	river	crossing	had	entered	my	psyche;	concrete	and	steel,	
unchanging	over	the	decades.	Monuments	to	the	vestiges	of	a	once	untainted	river.	The	place	begged	
further	contemplation.	
	
Water	 flows	 down	 the	 Coxs	 River	 while	 the	 Fish	 River	 crosses	 overhead.	 The	 pipeline	 provides	
replenishment	for	the	 larger	Blue	Mountains	reservoir	and	operates	more	as	a	backup.	During	the	dry	
and	 hot	 summer	 months	 that	 are	 typical	 of	 this	 region,	 the	 Coxs'	 flow	 is	 low,	 often	 stagnant	 and	
blooming	 with	 algae	 (a	 bacteria	 growth	 feeding	 off	 the	 nutrient-rich	 dung	 and	 agricultural	 waste	
released	into	a	river	reduced	by	its	upstream	impoundments).	When	rainfall	was	low,	water	from	Lake	
Lyell	was	released	as	ecological	contingency	but	this	unfortunately	resulted	in	flooding	of	the	river	banks	
causing	 a	 shift	 in	 sand,	 gravel	 and	 vegetation	 -	 inadvertently	 impacting	 the	 ecosystem	 rather	 than	
preserving	it.	Storm	water	detritus	would	become	visibly	wedged	into	tree	trunks,	like	birds	nests	long	
since	abandoned.	Water	pumps	overhead,	while	the	Coxs	barely	trickles.	This	easement	is	a	hydrological	
junction	that	quietly	conveys	the	side	effects	of	an	industry	over	a	landscape.	
	
While	the	Gurangatch	sought	refuge	in	the	haven	of	the	waterholes	he	had	created,	the	contemporary	
domain	 of	 this	 Dreamtime	 epic	 is	 host	 also	 to	 a	 human	 presence	 that	 shapes	 another	 hydrological	
imaginary.		
	
My	art	is	a	means	by	which	to	consider	an	equilibrium	for	places	like	the	Coxs	River,	and	it	is	an	open-
ended	response	to	the	absence	of	such	a	balance.	This	thesis	does	not	attempt	to	offer	any	definitive	
answers	 to	 the	environmental	or	 technological	questions	 it	 raises.	Rather,	 it	 is	a	contribution	 towards	
the	ongoing	role	that	site-specific	and	process-based	conceptual	art	plays	in	understanding	the	friction	
                                                3	“Fish	River,”	Water	NSW,	accessed	June	2,	2016,	http://www.waternsw.com.au/supply/regional-nsw/fish-river	
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between	the	natural	environment	and	ourselves.	The	Coxs	River	is	a	stream	of	thought	that	underscores	
my	research	during	the	writing	of	this	thesis.	
	
Introduction	
	
	
Hydrology	is	a	science	dealing	with	the	properties,	distribution,	and	circulation	of	water	on	and	below	
the	earth’s	surface	and	in	the	atmosphere.4	
	
Imaginary	is	a	shared	social	construct	that	helps	produce	systems	of	meaning	that	enable	collective	
interpretations	of	social	reality.5	
	
	
	
To	understand	a	landscape	is	to	observe	how	water	has	shaped	its	features	–	carving	valleys,	permeating	
along	strata	while	carrying	matter	that	is	deposited	to	form	land.	Masses	of	nutrients	and	minerals	shift	
from	 one	 place	 to	 another,	 simultaneously	 constructing	 and	 deconstructing.	 Similarly,	 water	 in	 the	
human	body	maintains	healthy	bodily	 function	 just	as	water	 is	a	 life	 force	 in	 the	 territories	of	natural	
and	man-made	landscapes	–	oceanic,	terrestrial	and	atmospheric	alike.	
	
I	 commence	 my	 thesis	 by	 looking	 at	 socio-cultural	 undercurrents,	 historical	 evidence	 and	 artistic	
discourses	 that	 deal	 with	 the	 hydrological	 imaginary	 –	 our	 shared	 understanding	 of	 water	 and	 its	
potential	 role	 in	 our	 perception	 of	 reality.	 Sociologists,	 Sheila	 Jasanoff	 and	 Sang-Hyun	 Kim,	 describe	
‘sociotechnical	imaginaries'	as	the	driving	force	behind	social	norms.	In	their	2009	paper	‘Containing	the	
Atom:	Sociotechnical	Imaginaries	and	Nuclear	Power	in	the	United	States	and	South	Korea',	they	define	
these	 imaginaries	as	 ‘collectively	 imagined	 forms	of	 social	 life	and	 social	order	 reflected	 in	 the	design	
and	fulfilment	of	nation-specific	scientific	and/or	technological	projects.6'	Jasanoff	and	Kim	suggest	that	
our	 technologically-enhanced	 future	 is	 realised	as	an	extension	of	 the	 symbols	 in	 technology	–	 in	 this	
case	their	study	of	nuclear	energy	 -	and	the	role	 it	plays	 in	shaping	the	national	 images	of	 the	United	
States	and	South	Korea.	Jasanoff	and	Kim	state	that	‘in	the	US,	the	explicit,	central	move	was	to	create	a	
newly	 manageable	 entity,	 the	 “atom	 for	 peace,”	 which	 converts	 nuclear	 energy	 from	 terrifying	 to	
benign.’7	
	
This	 symbolism	 forms	 the	 basis	 for	 a	 shared	 sense	 of	 belonging	 and	 attachment	 to	 a	 political	
community.8	Whether	it	is	a	study	of	nuclear	industry	or	the	hydroelectric	sectors	across	the	world,	this	
sociological	 perspective	 is	 a	 theoretical	 starting	 point	 for	 this	 thesis.	 I	 will	 examine	 hydrological	 and	
hydroelectric	 fields	 as	 shaping	 elements	 in	 the	 formation	 of	 social	 order.	 This	 examination	 will	 look	
                                                
4 “Hydrological”,	Merriam	and	Webster,	accessed	June	15	2017,	https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/hydrological 
5	Sheila	Jasanoff	and	Sang-Hyun	Kim,	“Containing	the	Atom:	Sociotechnical	Imaginaries	and	Nuclear	Power	in	the	
United	States	and	South	Korea,”	Minerva	47,	no.	2	(June	2009),	doi:10.1007/s11024-009-9124-4.	P.	122.	
6	Ibid,	120.	
7	Ibid,	121.	
8	Ibid,	122. 
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through	the	 lens	of	water	management,	as	explored	by	Scandinavian	writer	Terje	Tvedt	 in	his	book	 ‘A	
Journey	in	the	Future	of	Water’	(2014)	and	American	writer	David	E.	Nye's	‘The	American	Technological	
Sublime’	(1996).		
	
The	movement	of	water	 is	a	catalyst	 for	artistic	discourse.	For	British	artist,	Simon	Starling,	 rivers	and	
lochs	offer	a	mode	of	harbouring	artistic	discourse	with	issues	of	labour	and	the	economy	of	production.	
American	 Land	 artist	 Robert	 Smithson’s	 site-specific	 works	 reveal	 and	 rework	 the	 hidden	 traces	 and	
forgotten	 geologies	 of	 place	 which	 inspired	 American	 multi-disciplinary	 artist	 John	 Roloff’s	 further	
speculation	of	imagined	futures	in	the	human-made	epoch	–	the	Anthropocene.	This	paper	focuses	on	
the	capturing	of	 liquid	masses	 that	permeate	my	artistic	practice	and	those	of	artists	such	as	Starling,	
Smithson,	Roloff	and	British	artist	Rachel	Whiteread;	German	photographers	Bernd	and	Hilla	Becher	as	
well	as	Tasmanian	based	photographer	David	Stephenson	and	the	wilderness	photographers	before	him	
–	Olegas	Truchanas	and	Peter	Dombrovskis.	 ‘A	Hydrological	 Imaginary’	 is	a	response	to	artistic	 inquiry	
that	 builds	 upon	 and	 interacts	 with	 the	 water	 resources	 of	 the	 environment,	 both	 in	 Australia	 and	
abroad.	
	
As	 an	 artist	 residing	 in	 the	 Blue	Mountains	 in	NSW,	 I	 have	 produced	work	 specifically	 in	 response	 to	
immediate	and	regional	areas’	water	catchments	and	hydroelectric	schemes	in	Eastern	NSW,	as	well	as	
Victoria	 and	 the	 island	 state	 of	 Tasmania.	 These	 areas	 are	 situated	 within	 National	 Parks	 (NP),	
Wilderness	areas	and	various	state-owned	land,	each	with	their	own	hydrological	undercurrents.	These	
regions,	 such	as	 the	Gardens	of	 Stone	NP	 in	NSW,	have	an	 incredible	diversity	of	 rivers,	 swamps	and	
canyons	 embedded	 in	 ancient	 strata.	 This	 thesis	 demonstrates	my	 practice	 as	 an	 extension	 of	 socio-
cultural	and	technological	academic	theory	which	deals	with	environmental	concerns	in	the	wake	of	the	
human	 driven	 changes	 occurring	 in	 our	 current	 epoch.	 My	 practice	 aims	 to	 encapsulate	 the	 ideas	
discussed	 in	 this	 thesis	 and	 thereby	 demonstrate	 an	 understanding	 of	 our	 material	 and	 theoretical	
reliance	on	water.	To	begin,	we	may	look	broadly	at	rivers,	both	nationally	and	internationally,	that	can	
themselves	provide	a	location	and	a	context	for	the	direction	in	this	paper.		
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Figure	3:	Bryden	Williams,	Duck	Island	(Lake	Guy)	Intervention	screengrab,	2015	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
There	is	a	road.	
It	leads	to	a	river	and	turns	into	a	bridge.		
Here,	the	river	is	narrow,	and	the	water	gains	speed,	
funnelling	beneath	the	crossing.	
		
	
The	river	passes	through	as	I	gaze	from	above.	
My	reflection	modulates	in	endless	variations.	
	An	improvised	body,	
determined	by	water	on	the	inside	and	out.		
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Chapter	1:	Arteries	of	the	Earth	
 
	
 
Figure	4:	The	Eastern	Scheldt	Storm	Surge	Barrier,	2010	
 
Raging	Flow	
	
The	river	that	will	begin	this	chapter,	the	Rhine	River,	is	one	of	Europe’s	major	arteries.	It	will	be	treated	
as	 an	 international	 point	 of	 reflection	 that	 can	 build	 for	 us	 a	 context	 to	 examine	 the	 hydrological	
imaginary	 in	an	Australian	setting.	Raging	Flow,	being	the	title	of	this	subchapter,	will	 look	at	some	of	
the	histories,	philosophies	and	artistic	engagements	with	 the	Rhine	River.	 These	 ideas	may	prime	 the	
reader	for	the	following	sub	chapters	and	discussions	in	this	thesis	–	many	of	which	are	of	a	discursive	
nature.	
	
	A	site	for	extensive	trade,	transport	and	artistic	expression,	the	Rhine	begins	 its	run	in	the	Swiss	Alps,	
travelling	north	west,	through	Germany,	bordering	France	and	Luxemburg	before	joining	the	North	Sea,	
some	1300	kilometres	from	its	source.	The	Netherlands	is	host	to	the	frontier	of	the	Rhine	and	its	vast	
delta	 that	has	over	many	centuries	become	densely	populated	and	 farmed.	Dykes	and	canals	channel	
and	direct	the	water	across	the	river	delta;	an	area	of	significance	as	much	of	it	now	lies	below	sea	level	
and	 the	Dutch	 rely	 on	 advanced	water	management	 to	 keep	 the	 land	 arable.	 The	 raging	 flow	 of	 the	
Rhine	is	contained	and	optimised	into	an	asset	crucial	for	the	Netherlands	agrarian	economy.	9	
                                                
9	The	original	Celtic	name	for	the	Rhine	was	Renos,	meaning	‘raging	flow’.	The	Celtic	people	inhabited	areas	West	
of	the	Rhine	and	were	some	of	the	first	inhabitants	of	the	Rhine.	(Rhine	River	History	and	Maps.	Accessed	July	16,	
2017,	http://www.rollintl.com/roll/rhine.htm.)	
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A	number	of	major	structures	 in	 the	Rhine	River	Delta	 further	optimise	 this	arterial	passage	of	water.	
The	Oosterscheldekering	(Eastern	Scheldt	Storm	Surge	Barrier)	is	a	bridge	that	spans	across	the	islands	
of	Schouwen-Duiveland	and	Noord-Beveland.	Completed	in	1987,	this	structure	is	the	longest	movable	
dam	 in	 the	 world,	 designed	 to	 protect	 the	 Netherlands	 from	 storms	 in	 the	 North	 Sea,	 such	 as	 the	
occurrence	of	 the	 1953	North	 Sea	 Flood.	 Spanning	nine	 kilometres,	 the	 barrier	 serves	 dual	 purposes.	
Operating	 as	 a	 dam	 it	 mitigates	 inward	 flow	 from	 the	 sea,	 while	 as	 a	 bridge	 it	 conveys	 road	 traffic	
between	the	two	islands.	Retractable	walls	can	be	deployed	as	a	temporary	safety	barrier	to	protect	low	
elevation	Netherlands.	 In	 their	 retracted	state,	 they	allow	the	 river	 to	 flow	relatively	unimpeded.	This	
structure	 is	 the	 final	 passage	 of	 a	 river	 with	 many	 chapters;	 a	 site	 of	 coercion,	 destruction	 and	
contemplation.	In	neighbouring	Germany,	philosopher	Martin	Heidegger	was	inspired	by	an	unidentified	
hydro	plant	further	 inland	on	the	transcontinental	artery.	 In	1954,	Heidegger's	writing	first	questioned	
the	dramatic	presence	of	new	technology	 in	 the	proximity	of	 the	 river	 -	an	exposing	and	unlocking	of	
energy	potential	in	the	environment,	which	he	describes	as	standing-reserve10.		
	
	
‘The	hydroelectric	plant	is	not	built	into	the	Rhine	River,	as	was	the	old	wooden	bridge	that	
joined	bank	with	bank	for	hundreds	of	years.	Rather	the	river	is	dammed	up	into	the	power	
plant.	What	the	river	is	now,	namely,	a	water	power	supplier,	derives	from	out	of	the	essence	of	
the	power	station.’11	
	
	
The	water	becomes	an	accessory	to	technology.	The	transcontinental	Rhine	is	indeed	a	contained	river,	
albeit	 there	are	 very	 few	wild	 rivers	 in	 the	world	 remaining.	 Thus,	 it	 has	 a	 role	 in	 the	defining	of	 the	
hydrological	 imaginary	 and	 it	 is	 a	 site	 for	 artistic	 engagement,	 as	 I	 will	 explore	 through	 the	 work	 of	
British	artist	Simon	Starling.	Heidegger	states	that	the	dam	turned	the	river	into	a	slave	to	commodity.	
The	 impounded	water	 is	made	 to	create	electricity	via	 the	power	station,	becoming	a	catalyst	 for	 the	
instrumentation	of	technology.	No	longer	a	free-flowing	object,	it	is	now	a	resource	of	human	command	
-	 an	 extension	 of	 ourselves.	 As	 Heidegger	 states,	 ‘It	 seems	 as	 though	 man	 everywhere	 and	 always	
encounters	himself.’12		
	
Economic	 priorities	 dictate	 the	 management	 of	 the	 environment.	 In	 one	 way	 or	 another,	 artistic	
engagement	 with	 hydrological	 systems	 also	 involves	 an	 exploration	 of	 economic	 concerns.	 UK	 artist,	
Simon	Starling,	engages	with	these	ideas,	often	creating	what	he	dubs	as	‘perverse	economic	models13'	
in	 his	 multi-disciplinary	 work	 –	 the	 value	 of	 things	 often	 subverted	 via	 witty	 acts	 of	 labour	 and	
                                                
10	The	hydro	dam	represented	an	extension	of	the	ability	for	modern	technologies	to	exert	control	over	things,	
‘challenging	forth',	‘standing-reserve'	refers	to	the	objects	that	are	utilised	for	this	technological	process:	trees	for	
timber;	coal	for	fuel	etc.	For	Heidegger,	the	technological	tendencies	of	man	are	due	to	a	phenomenon	that	‘sets	
upon	man	to	order	the	real	as	‘standing-reserve’	(The	Question	Concerning	Technology	and	Other	Essays,	Vol.	1	
(New	York:	HarperCollins	Publishers,	1977),	7-8.)		
11	Martin	Heidegger	and	William	Lovitt,	Question	Concerning	Technology	and	Other	Essays,	Vol.	1	(New	York:	
HarperCollins	Publishers,	1977),	7.	
12	Ibid,	27.	
13	MACMvideos.	"Simon	Starling	Conference."	YouTube.	February	13,	2015.	Accessed	January	16,	2017.	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dtXdtWDRgAQ.	
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production.	 Starling's	 practice	 is	 largely	 dictated	 by	 the	 forms,	 objects	 and	 cultural	 attributes	 that	 he	
constitutes	into	a	work	–	an	object	is	given	the	capacity	to	consider	its	own	provenance	and	thus	how	it	
is	to	be	used	in	the	creation	new	meaning	as	an	artwork.	By	examining	different	histories	and	fields	of	
art,	 science	 and	 culture,	 Starling	 uncovers	 the	 failings	 of	 modernism	 and	 globalisation	 -	 explored	
through	interventions	and	multi-disciplinary	procedures	that	often	work	with	watery	locations,	such	as	
harbours,	rivers	and	lochs	as	well	as	the	instruments	and	objects	that	are	used	to	access	these	places,	
such	as	boats	and	steam	engines.	
	
In	 2005	 Starling	was	 commissioned	 by	 Basel’s	Museum	 für	Gegenwartskunst	 to	make	 a	work	 for	 the	
exhibition	‘Cuttings’.	As	Basel	is	a	major	city	and	arts	destination	situated	on	the	Swiss	run	of	the	Rhine,	
Starling	conceived	an	idea	for	a	work	based	on	a	bike	ride	along	the	banks	of	the	River.	Starling	took	an	
interest	in	a	wooden	boat	shed	he	encountered	–	an	ordinary	structure	that	came	to	be	co-opted	into	
an	extraordinary	journey.	After	purchasing	the	shed,	Starling	organised	for	it	to	be	labelled,	dismantled	
and	documented	before	using	the	shed’s	wood	to	construct	a	Weidling	boat,	to	match	the	oar	that	was	
affixed	to	the	front	of	the	shed.	The	Weidling	is	a	medieval	era	flat-bottomed	vessel,	historically	used	on	
the	Rhine	River.	The	new	boat	carrying	the	leftover	wood	from	the	shed	was	sailed	down	the	Rhine	back	
to	 the	Museum	eight	 kilometres	 away,	 after	which	 it	was	pulled	apart	 and	 re-assembled	 into	a	 shed,	
resembling	the	original	as	closely	as	the	intervening	process	would	allow.		
	
The	 Rhine	 River	 features	 many	 historic	 castles,	 canals	 and	 trade	 points	 –	 both	 remnant	 and	
contemporary.	 Starling’s	 choice	 of	 an	 everyday	 shed	 deflects	 any	 grand	 associations	with	warfare	 or	
feudal	society.	It	does	however	touch	on	the	industrial	roots	of	this	stretch	of	the	river.	To	me,	the	shed	
has	 an	 aesthetic	 charm	 –	 a	 sense	 of	 functional	 simplicity.	 While	 the	 work	 is	 an	 exploration	 of	 an	
interchange	between	function	and	form	–	one	object	consumes	the	other	–	it	is	a	combination	of	objects	
reinforcing	their	perceived	similarities.	The	humble	shed	no	 longer	overlooks	the	river,	whose	boats	 it	
used	 to	 store.	 Instead,	 it	 is	 dismembered	 and	 reconstituted	 into	 a	 practical	 object,	 one	 that	 appears	
benign	 and	 absurd	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 Starling’s	 practice	 can	 be	 understood	 in	 association	 with	 the	
passage	of	the	Rhine;	a	body	of	water	that	is	distilled	into	the	concept,	process	and	form	of	this	artwork.	
	
The	 shed	 and	 boat	 are	 both	 constituted	 from	 timber	 that	 once	 existed	 as	 a	 forest	 in	 the	 order	 of	 a	
Heideggerian	standing-reserve.	Coming	into	being	as	a	boatshed,	Starling’s	work	could	illustrate	how	our	
technological	advancement	can	become	a	process	of	perversion.	The	compulsion,	that	is	the	technology	
that	‘sets	upon	man	to	order	the	real	as	standing-reserve'14,	sees	the	wood	from	the	tree	turned	into	a	
boat	or	shed	(or	both).	This	is	an	exploration	of	the	Heideggarian	concept	of	‘standing-reserve’.	Through	
their	 shared	 provenance	 with	 the	 Rhine,	 Heidegger’s	 dam	 and	 Starlings	 ‘Shedboatshed’	 can	 be	
understood	more	closely.	Heidegger’s	view	is	encompassing	and	the	hydro	dam	is	symbolic	of	a	greater	
set	 of	 ideas,	 whereas	 Starling’s	 Shedboatshed	 is	 a	 contained	 system,	 a	 contemporary	 artwork	 that	
follows	a	closed	loop.	 
                                                
14	Martin	Heidegger,	and	William	Lovitt.	The	Question	Concerning	Technology,	and	Other	Essays.	New	York:	Harper	
Perennial,	2013.	7-8.	
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Figure	5:	Simon	Starling,	Shedboatshed,	2005	
 
Good	Dams	Make	Good	Rivers	
	
	
The	commanding	of	the	river	exemplifies	the	traits	of	an	energy	market	based	on	demand,	production	
and	consumption.	In	the	context	of	my	thesis,	I	approached	these	ideas	through	a	series	of	image-based,	
performative	and	theoretical	projects	that	engage	with	hydro-infrastructures	in	an	Australian	setting.	In	
February	2015	I	undertook	a	residency	at	the	Bogong	Centre	for	Sound	Culture	(BCSC)	in	Victoria's	sub-
alpine	 'high	country',	 the	Bogong	National	Park.	 I	photographed,	 filmed	and	staged	 interventions	with	
features	of	this	region,	each	a	part	of	the	Kiewa	Hydroelectric	Scheme.	The	BCSC	is	based	in	a	historic	
schoolhouse	situated	in	Bogong	Village	–	a	former	town	established	to	house	workers	and	their	families	
during	 the	 construction	 of	 Junction	 Dam	 and	 the	 Kiewa	 Hydroelectric	 Scheme	 in	 1944.	 This	 hillside	
village	overlooks	the	convergence	of	Pretty	Valley	and	Rocky	Valley	creeks:	a	confluence	now	replaced	
with	 the	 artificial	 shoreline	 of	 Lake	 Guy,	 Junction	 Dam’s	 impoundment,	 and	 an	 underground	 power	
station.	 Junction	 Dam	 itself	 is	 a	 barrier	 of	 interconnecting	 concrete	 chambers	 backed	 by	 a	 'ski	 jump'	
spillway	and	flow-reducing	bollards,	typical	of	dams	constructed	in	this	era.	There	is	a	pathway	running	
through	the	dam,	entering	into	a	series	of	seemingly	purpose-built	listening	chambers.	These	chambers	
are	gloomy	cavernous	spaces	where	water	reverberates	in	schoolyard	yells	and	moaning	voices	–	damp	
concrete	conveying	the	lost	identities	of	Bogong	Village’s	pioneering	beginnings	
	
In	2015,	as	part	of	my	residency	at	the	BCSC,	I	created	a	site-specific	video	installation	at	the	spillway.	
The	aim	was	to	respond	to	the	dam’s	dissection	of	the	river,	and	the	architecture	of	hydrological	control	
of	water	flow.	On	one	evening	I	scaled	part	of	the	dam	wall	and	walked	across	the	sand	banks	on	foot,	
negotiating	blackberry	bushes	and	concrete	bollards	while	tracing	an	invisible	circular	perimeter.	In	the	
apex	of	this	circle	 I	set	up	a	rotating	camera	and	lighting	system	on	a	tripod	mounted	rotation	device.	
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This	device	allowed	me	to	 illuminate	the	night-time	surrounds	with	roving	torchlight	 in	order	to	film	a	
360-degree	pan	of	my	walk.	 The	 rotating	device	was	assembled	 from	a	 small	motor	 and	geared	 film-
winder,	essentially	allowing	the	filming	of	slow	pans	otherwise	unachievable	without	a	large	tripod	and	
a	 camera	 operator.	 Completing	 a	 full	 rotation	 every	 two	 and	 a	 half	 minutes,	 the	 device	 was	 my	
mechanical	 stand	 in;	 at	once	 following	and	 chasing.	 I	made	 the	device	 for	my	work	 ‘Intervention	 Self	
Portrait’	(2015)	–	consisting	of	cine	filmmaking	parts,	film	winders,	spools	and	drive	belts	from	a	16mm	
projector.	 These	mechanical	 elements	 direct	 and	 pace	 the	 camera’s	 field	 of	 view.	 The	 fixed	 rotation	
determined	how	the	documentation	was	shot	and	also	how	the	site	was	navigated.		
	
The	 second	 version	 of	 the	work	 ‘Junction	 Dam	 Intervention’	 (2017)	 revisited	 this	 idea	 of	 negotiating	
systematically	 contained	 space.	 The	 same	 rotating	 device	was	 used	 to	 re-stage	 the	work,	 as	 a	 roving	
projection	 of	 the	 2015	 intervention.	 The	 battery-operated	 projector	 beamed	 across	 the	 dam’s	
chambers,	 as	 lateral	 movement	 collapsed	 into	 the	 physical	 space.	 The	 effect	 was	 a	 shifting	 overlay	
where	 my	 spectre	 traversed	 across	 the	 walls	 of	 the	 dam	 while	 the	 video	 space	 appeared	 to	 pass	
beneath.	This	control	over	the	representation	of	the	site	is	mirrored,	or	rather	projected	onto,	the	very	
thing	that	itself	acts	to	control	the	space	around	it.	
	
Junction	dam,	along	with	its	downstream	cousin	Clover	Dam,	is	a	modern	relic	from	Australia's	mid-20th	
century	damming	phase.	Arguably,	the	height	of	this	trend	was	reached	by	the	completion	of	Australia's	
largest	 infrastructure	 project,	 the	 Snowy	 Mountains	 Hydroelectric	 Scheme,	 in	 1974.	 Chiefly	 built	 to	
mitigate	a	series	of	historic	droughts,	 the	scheme	diverts	the	eastward	flow	of	the	Snowy	River	 inland	
for	farming	and	irrigation	throughout	New	South	Wales,	Victoria	and	South	Australia.	 I	visited	parts	of	
the	scheme,	 including	Khancoban	and	 Jindabyne	Dams,	on	my	 journey	 from	Sydney	 to	Bogong.	These	
photographs	 became	 a	 part	 of	 my	 body	 of	 work	 –	 an	 examination	 of	 concrete	 as	 a	 substance	 of	
Australia's	industrial	identity.	
	
	
 
Figure	6:	Bryden	Williams,	Junction	Dam	Intervention	exhibition	view,	2017	
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In	 the	 Kiewa	 scheme,	 and	 indeed	 elsewhere,	 infrastructures	 compromise	 the	 natural	 ecosystem.	
Networks	 of	 roads,	 high-voltage	 power	 lines	 and	 artificially	 shifted	 water	 flows	 down	 affected	 rivers	
where	there	is	little	else	to	show	for	contemporary	human	use	of	the	land,	except	for	walking	trails	and	
some	historical	sites.	In	the	case	of	the	Kiewa	Scheme,	water	passes	through	electricity	provider	AGL's	
underground	 power	 station,	 almost	 entirely	 hidden	 under	 regenerated	 vegetation.	 On	 occasions,	 the	
hum	of	the	turbines	can	be	heard,	and	felt,	whilst	the	outflow	erupts	into	Lake	Guy	below.	A	coercion	of	
natural	resources	into	the	energy	market	is	at	play,	and	it	can	be	understood	on	a	number	of	levels.	The	
development	of	places	like	the	Snowy	Mountains	and	Kiewa	Valley	are	the	result	of	strategic	plans	that	
contain	 and	 redistribute	 resources	 for	 use	 elsewhere.	 The	 dam	 and	 its	 attendant	 infrastructure	 is	
perceived	 as	 a	 technical	 solution	 to	 environmental	 realities	 otherwise	 seen	 as	 a	 threat	 and	
inconvenience.	
	
	
 
Figure	7:	Bryden	Williams,	Bogong	High	Plains,	2016	
	
	
American	writer	David	E.	Nye	writes	about	the	social	context	of	technology	in	his	1994	book	‘American	
Technological	Sublime'.	Nye	discusses	The	Hoover	Dam,	situated	on	the	Colorado	River	in	Nevada,	in	the	
context	 of	 engineering	 and	 geopolitical	 feats	 undertaken	 in	 the	United	 States	 of	 America	 around	 the	
industrial	era.	Completed	in	1935,	this	dam	is	one	of	the	infamous	construction	projects	undertaken	by	
the	United	States	Army	Corps	of	Engineers,	 signifying	the	beginnings	of	 the	American	damming	craze.	
Nye	looks	at	this	site	in	a	broader	examination	on	the	sublime	in	the	modern	environment,	building	on	
Philosopher	Immanuel	Kant’s	treatise	of	aesthetics	in	nature	in	‘The	Critique	of	Judgement’	(1790).	The	
sublime	 is	 a	 condition	 associated	 with	 our	 perception	 of	 natural	 phenomena.	 For	 Kant,	 the	 human	
faculties	of	reason	work	in	conjunction	with	our	perceptive	senses,	to	make	meaning	and	experience	the	
world,	and	in	extension	be	able	to	respond	to	stimulating	phenomena.	Thus,	we	experience	a	moral	or	
spiritual	 transcendence	 via	 our	 engagement	 with	 the	 sublime	 in	 nature.	 For	 Nye,	 the	 'technological	
sublime'	is	the	practical	manifestation	of	Kant’s	sublime	in	the	industrial	era.			
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Nye	identifies	that	the	coping	mechanism	used	to	comprehend	intense	natural	stimuli	began	to	be	used	
for	 understanding	 man-made	 constructions,	 as	 America	 experienced	 its	 boom	 in	 private	 and	 state	
development	 during	 the	 industrial	 era.	 Just	 as	 the	 sheer	mass	 of	Niagara	 Falls	 or	 the	 expanse	 of	 the	
Grand	Canyon	might	 stimulate	 a	 sense	of	wonder	or	 terror	 in	 our	mind,	 akin	 to	 Kant’s	Mathematical	
sublime,	 the	 epic	 scale	 of	 a	 barrier	 holding	 back	 many	 gigalitres	 of	 water,	 or	 the	 Niagara	 lookout	
structure	itself,	will	stimulate	the	mind	in	similar	ways.	The	construction	of	the	Erie	Canal	in	1825,	which	
connected	water	 from	the	Midwest	across	 to	 the	East,	 signalled	a	 triumph	over	 the	 landscape	and	an	
affirmation	 of	 the	 union	 of	 American	 states.	Nye	 asserts	 that	 the	 philosophy	 of	 the	 sublime	 came	 to	
evolve	 in	 the	 United	 States	 from	 a	 European	 ideal,	 into	 actions	 and	 patriotic	 embrace,	 largely	 via	
republican	 backing.	 Flagship	 infrastructures	 came	 to	 industrialise	 and	 thus	 endow	 the	 new	 nation's	
landscapes. 15 	The	 sublime,	 ‘called	 upon	 by	 the	 vastness	 or	 grandeur	 or	 dangers	 of	 the	 natural	
environment,	 is	a	capacity	that	gives	us	respite	and	comfort	 in	 life16.’	The	Hoover	Dam	and	the	role	 in	
the	 creation	 of	 inter-state	 water	 trading	 embody	 a	 utopian	 grandeur	 and	 come	 to	 represent	 the	
faculties	of	technological	purpose	–	of	comfort	and	control	over	nature.	
	
	
 
Figure	8:	The	Hoover	Dam,	1940	
                                                
15	David	E.	Nye,	American	Technological	Sublime,	3rd	ed.	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press,	1994),	35.	
16	Ibid,	7.	
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Scandinavian	Professor,	Terje	Tvedt,	would	agree	with	Nye	 that	 the	Hoover	Dam	 is	monumental	on	a	
sociocultural	 level,	not	 just	as	a	 feat	of	engineering.	 In	 ‘A	 Journey	 in	 the	Future	of	Water',	Tvedt	 talks	
about	 the	global	 implications	of	water	 consumption.	His	book	provides	 an	 in-depth	discussion	on	 the	
role	of	various	engineering	projects,	past	and	present,	in	determining	the	nature	of	water	use	across	the	
globe.	Tackling	the	classic	trade-route	rivers	such	as	the	Rhine	in	Europe	and	the	Nile	in	Egypt,	both	of	
which	are	featured	in	this	thesis,	Tvedt's	book	is	essential	reading	on	the	history	of	water	consumption	
as	it	highlights	the	changing	role	that	water	plays	in	the	shaping	of	cultural	identities.	
	
	
'Moving	water	has	been	a	constant	and	central	human	activity	since	the	first	civilisations	
developed	in	the	Middle	East,	right	up	to	today's	megaprojects.17’	
	
	
Lake	 Mead,	 the	 Hoover	 Dam’s	 impoundment,	 is	 a	 reservoir	 for	 the	 states	 of	 Nevada,	 Arizona	 and	
Southern	 California,	 amongst	 other	 regions.	 Tvedt	 observes	 that	 the	 waters	 possessive	 reach	 is	 a	
technical	solution	heavily	relied	upon	to	alleviate	water	crises.	The	'watery	urban	neon	paradise18’	of	Las	
Vegas	 is	 for	 Tvedt	 a	 case	 study	 of	 a	 city	with	 an	 increasing	 appetite	 for	water	 that	 is	 simultaneously	
running	out	of	it.	Just	as	Nye's	writing	uncovers	the	utopian	ideal	that	the	dam	expresses	a	triumph	of	
reason	 in	concrete	 form,19	Tvedt	 illustrates	this	counteraction	with	the	capitalist	 ideals	of	Las	Vegas,	a	
city	 that	 'over-uses	 its	 aquatic	 capital;	 [Las	 Vegas’s]	 natural	 water	 bank	 account	 is	 inexorably	
overdrawn.20'	 Again,	 the	 economy	of	 production	 and	demand	 are	 embodied	 in	 the	new	 topographics	
that	are	situated	on	the	landscape.	I	will	return	to	Tvedt's	work	later	in	this	thesis.	
	
Photographer	 David	 Stephenson	 creates	 images	 that	 focus	 on	 the	 means	 through	 which	 man-made	
topographics	 permeate	 across	 the	 natural	 systems	 of	 the	 environment.	 Stephenson	 was	 born	 in	
America,	 where	 he	 was	 influenced	 by	 the	 American	 new	 topography	 movement	 in	 the	 1970’s	 -	 a	
movement	 categorised	 by	 its	 formalist	 approach	 to	 landscape	 and	 architecture	 photography.	
Photographers	such	as	Stephen	Shore	and	Robert	Adams	turned	their	cameras	on	the	decaying	features	
of	 the	 post-industrial	 landscape,	 creating	 indexes	 of	 architecture	 that	 were	 partly	 influenced	 by	 the	
groundwork	of	European	‘new	topographers’	before	them,	such	as	Bernd	and	Hilla	Becher,	who’s	work	I	
will	return	to	in	the	second	chapter.	Stephenson	brought	these	styles	into	his	own	work,	largely	based	in	
Tasmania	following	his	relocation	there	in	1985.	The	Tasmanian	wilderness	is	a	common	feature	in	his	
work	and	 is	often	depicted	 in	 relation	to	hydropower	and	mining	 infrastructures.	Technology	opposes	
Stephenson's	 landscape,	 and	 this	 is	 an	 opposition	mimicked	 through	 the	 framing	 effects	 of	 his	meta-
photographic	style;	often	using	multiple	plates	to	construct	a	grid	system	within	the	 image.	Australian	
curator	Blair	French	states	 that	 ‘Stephenson	deployed	a	cartographic	 formalism	to	document	 the	new	
patterns	of	industrial	intervention	into	nature.’21	
                                                
17	Terje	Tvedt	and	Richard	Daly,	A	journey	in	the	Future	of	water	(London:	I.B.	Tauris,	2014),	198.	
18	Ibid,	184.	
19	David	E.	Nye,	American	Technological	Sublime,	3rd	ed.	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press,	1994),	77.	
20	Terje	Tvedt	and	Richard	Daly,	A	journey	in	the	Future	of	water	(London:	I.B.	Tauris,	2014),	184.	
21	Blair	French	and	Daniel	Palmer,	Twelve	Australian	photo	artists	(Annandale,	N.S.W.:	Piper	Press,	2009).	P.	169	
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Figure	9:	David	Stephenson,	The	Zinc	Works	and	Mount	Wellington	from	Store	Point,	2004	
	
	
Stephenson’s	 photograph	 'The	 Zinc	 Works	 and	 Mount	 Wellington	 from	 Store	 Point'	 (2004)	 features	
factories	in	an	industrial	setting	on	the	western	bank	of	the	Derwent	Estuary	in	Hobart.	Photographed	at	
dusk,	green	and	yellow	industrial	 lighting	penetrate	a	sparse	composition,	approximating	the	minerals,	
which	are	dispatched	from	locations	like	this.	Like	the	orange	glow	from	a	high-pressure	sodium	street	
lamp,	 there	 is	 a	 kind	of	 synthetic	 aura	 to	 this	work;	 a	 technological	 accent	 to	 the	body	of	water	 that	
functions	as	one	of	Tasmania’s	important	agricultural	and	farming	regions	–	the	Derwent	Valley.	
	
New	 lighting	 technologies	 played	 a	 significant	 role	 at	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 19th	 Century	 in	 the	 defining	 of	
social	 cohesion	 and	 advancement.	 As	 Nye	 reminds	 us,	 the	 phantasmagorical	 lighting	 displays	 of	
Broadway	 in	 New	 York	 and	 the	 ever	 bigger	World	 Fair	 showcases,	 along	with	 the	 evolution	 of	 neon	
technology	 in	 advertising,	 spawned	an	 ‘electrical	 sublime’22.	 Industrial	 lighting	has	 its	 inception	 in	 the	
need	 for	 greater	 productivity	 and	 the	 industry’s	 embrace	 of	 the	 electrical	 sublime	 –	 a	 sociocultural	
mechanism	that	drives	 innovation.	 Indeed,	Jenolan	Caves,	a	series	of	Karst23	caves,	underground	rivers	
and	archways	in	the	central	tablelands	of	NSW,	owes	part	of	its	popularity	to	becoming	the	world’s	first	
caves	lit	by	electricity	in	1889	–	a	system	powered	by	what	was	also	Australia’s	first	hydropower	plant	in	
1888.	 These	 technological	 features	 now	exist	 pseudo-symbiotically,	 as	 they	merge	 into	 the	 limestone	
substrata;	overhead	copper	cabling	and	disused	 insulators	 forming	an	 impression	of	Australia’s	Anglo-
Saxon	relations	to	the	industrial	era.			
                                                
22	David	E.	Nye,	American	Technological	Sublime,	3rd	ed.	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press,	1994),	143.	
23	Karst	landforms	occur	where	rock	is	easily	dissolved	in	natural	waters	(fresh).	Karst	landforms	are	typically	found	
in	limestone	areas.	(“Learn	all	About	Caves	at	Jenolan.”	Geology	|	Caves	in	Australia	|	Jenolan	Caves.	Accessed	July	
16,	2017.	http://www.jenolancaves.org.au/about/limestone-cave-geology/.)	
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My	work	‘Streetlamp	above	River’	(2016)	is	a	site-specific	installation	that	engages	with	the	concept	of	
the	 electrical	 sublime	 and	 elements	 of	 the	 hydrological	 imaginary.	 As	 a	 documented	 site-specific	
intervention	and	found	object	work,	a	street	lamp	is	removed	from	its	typical	urban	setting	and	placed	
in	an	estranged	environment	beside	a	river	–	The	Coxs	on	the	Western	edge	of	the	Blue	Mountains.	The	
cast	aluminium	lamp	was	rigged	from	the	branch	of	a	native	tree,	the	River	She-oak,	on	the	bank	of	the	
river’s	course	through	Megalong	Valley	(nearby	to	‘Kelgoola’	–	my	family’s	former	property).	The	motion	
of	the	water	and	trails	of	insects	attracted	by	the	light	were	captured	in	a	video	work	and	photographic	
print.	Powered	by	a	generator,	the	distinctly	amber	hue	of	the	lamp	attracted	many	insects	over	time.	
However,	 as	 insects	 instinctively	 track	 the	 sun	 during	 flight	 to	 orient	 themselves,	 the	 river	 passed	
beneath	 the	 lamp	 in	a	hushed	ambivalence,	 its	direction	unchanged	by	 the	overhead	contraption,	yet	
rendered	in	a	deep	orange	light	with	almost	no	other	colour	values.	High-pressure	sodium	shines	almost	
exclusively	 in	the	amber	part	of	the	visible	 light	spectrum,	 in	this	scenario	causing	the	murky	water	to	
yield	an	artificial	orange.	
	
	
 
Figure	10:	Bryden	Williams,	Streetlamp	above	River,	2016	
	
	
As	 a	 part	 of	 my	 2016	 ‘Site-Specifics’	 exhibition,	 the	 lamp	 itself	 was	 installed	 in	 Interlude	 Gallery.	 It	
illuminated	 a	 draped	 corner	 like	 a	 kind	 of	 functional	 ready-made.	 It	 was	 both	 a	 film-prop	 and	 an	
assembled	 light	 sculpture.	 ‘Streetlamp	 above	 River’	 questioned	 the	means	 through	which	we	 inhabit	
and	utilise	the	illuminated	spaces	around	us.	The	river's	passage	of	water	is	likened	to	a	road	or	walkway	
by	its	association	with	the	streetlamp,	carrying	an	element	of	mimicry	through	this	urban	similitude.	In	
terms	of	Nye's	electrical	 sublime,	 the	work	 represents	a	kind	of	abandoned	spectacle,	unpeopled	and	
eerily	 out	 of	 place.	 While	 electrical	 showmen	 of	 the	 19th	 century	 designed	 and	 installed	 lighting	
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displays,	 'so	 that	 cultural	 meanings	 could	 be	 altered,	 the	 object	 (a	 neon	 coke	 bottle	 or	 accentuated	
building	feature)	written	upon,	edited,	highlighted	or	blacked	out,’24	similarly,	the	tree,	river	and	insects	
were	temporarily	edited	by	a	light	spectacle.	
	
‘Streetlamp	 above	 River’	was	 conceived	 out	 of	 a	 consideration	 for	 human-made	 topography	 and	 the	
merging	 of	 natural	 environments	 with	 synthetic	 technological	 elements.	 However,	 in	 relation	 to	
Stephenson's	photographic	work,	such	as	 the	zinc	works	on	the	Derwent	Estuary,	 this	particular	piece	
created	an	 imagined	urban	space,	while	Stephenson	documents	 the	same	 lighting	 system	 in	everyday	
industrial	 application.	 Australian	 writer	 Victoria	 Hammond	 states	 that	 ‘[Stephenson]	 belongs	 to	 the	
tradition	of	photographers	who	document	aspects	of	material	culture	of	the	natural	world	that	are	seen	
to	be	under	threat	from	destruction,	extinction,	or	the	inexorable	passage	of	time.’25	‘Streetlamp	above	
River’	appropriates	the	aesthetics	of	industrial	space,	albeit	on	a	partially	industrialised	river	–	the	Coxs	
is	 used	 for	 various	 mining	 operations,	 power	 plants,	 and	 is	 a	 major	 source	 for	 Lake	 Burragorang,	
Sydney’s	water	supply.	‘Streetlamp	above	River’	established	an	imagined	river	topography;	a	temporary	
alteration	above	an	ever	changing	and	ancient	river	course.	Writer	Aurora	Scott	wrote	of	it	as	a	part	of	
an	 ‘ecology	of	hijacked	structures’,	 in	 the	context	of	my	site-specifics	exhibition,	 ‘questioning	 the	way	
we	occupy	and	manipulate	space’26.	
	
Stephenson's	 2003	 'Skeletons'	 series	 documents	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 damming	 of	 the	 Gordon	 River	 in	
Tasmania.	These	works,	such	as	’Drowned	no.	16	(Lake	Gordon,	Tasmania)’	2001	may	perhaps	channel	
Stephenson's	 involvement	 in	 capturing	 politically	 contested	 environments	 in	 America	 including	 oil	
pipelines	and	hydro	sites.27	Dead	trees	fracture	the	flooded	expanse	of	Lake	Gordon,	starkly	rendered	in	
black	 and	 white.	 These	 stark	 landscapes	 are	 a	 cautioning	 message	 against	 the	 industrialisation	 of	
Tasmania's	wilderness,	which	has	been	the	site	of	much	environmental	campaigning,	as	much	as	it	is	an	
aesthetic	pursuit.	Thus,	Stephenson's	work	occupies	a	unique	historical	place	in	Australian	art.	There	are	
aesthetic	 properties	 to	 the	 systems	 that	 pervade	 the	 natural	 landscape.	However,	 these	 confounding	
and	 sublime	 attributes	 of	 the	 new	 topology	 are	 themselves	 inflictions	 upon	 a	 delicate	 ecosystem,	
presented	through	the	documentarian	guise	of	contemporary	photography28.	
	
	
                                                
24	David	E.	Nye,	American	Technological	Sublime,	3rd	ed.	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press,	1994),	143.	
25	David	Stephenson,	Visions	of	Heaven:	the	Dome	in	European	Architecture	(New	York,	NY:	Princeton	
Architectural	Press,	2005).	Hammond,	‘The	Dome	in	European	Architecture,	p.	190.	
26	Aurora	Scott,	“Site	Specifics”,	2010	Almanac,	(Sydney:	Interlude	Gallery,	2010),	8.	
27	“David	Stephenson,”	Museum	of	Contemporary	Art	Australia,	accessed	June	2,	2016,	
https://www.mca.com.au/collection/artist/stephenson-david/.	
28	See	David	Stephenson’s	collaboration	with	Martin	Walch,	The	Derwent	Project,	‘visualising	in	new	ways	the	
complex	natural	and	cultural	history	of	Tasmania's	Derwent	River	system.’	(“The	Derwent	Project.”	The	Derwent	
Project.	Accessed	August	5th,	2017.	https://www.derwent-project.org/) 
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Figure	11:	David	Stephenson's,	Drowned	No.	16	(Lake	Gordon,	Tasmania),	2001	
	
	
The	 concerns	 of	 artists	 working	 with	 'new	 topographies',	 and	 indeed	 the	 Anthropocene,	 which	 I	 will	
return	to	in	the	second	chapter,	can	be	seen	in	the	context	of	landscape	photography	and	its	sub-genre	
of	wilderness	photography.	This	photographic	 style	 that	began	 in	Tasmania	 in	 the	early	60's,	with	 the	
work	of	Baltic	émigré	Olegas	Truchanas	(1923-1972)	closely	followed	by	Peter	Dombrovskis	(1945-1996),	
who	was	 a	 protégé	 to	 Truchanas,	 deals	with	 concerns	 for	 hydrological	 alteration	 to	wild	 rivers.	 Both	
photographers	migrated	from	a	war-torn	Eastern	Europe	and	found	their	photographic	calling	in	fighting	
to	preserve	the	solitude	and	beauty	of	Australia's	island	state.	
	
In	 the	essay	 'On	Uncertain	Ground:	Art	and	Wilderness',	Blue	Mountains	based	writer	Martin	Thomas	
discusses	 Dombrovskis’	 work	 in	 the	 context	 of	 cross-disciplinary	 environmental	 engagement.	 Martin	
describes	 Dombrovskis'	 work	 as	 a	 pictorial	 representation	 of	 a	 culturally	 imbued	 wilderness.	 Thus	
Dombrovskis'	photography	affects	its	power	chiefly	in	the	way	it	presents	a	private	mediation	with	what	
is	essentially	a	publicly	owned	landscape,	devoid	of	human	presence	and,	as	Thomas	states,	presented	
as	 a	 nostalgic	 impression.29	‘The	 temporal	 jarring	 that	 occurs	 with	 almost	 any	 photograph	 -	 we	 are	
looking	at	a	thing	that	was	-	attains	added	poignancy	 in	wilderness	photography	with	 its	odd	strain	of	
nostalgia.'30	The	 lone	 artist	 immersed	 in	 a	 remote	 landscape	 is	 a	 symbolic	 image	 that	 came	 to	 be	
distilled	 into	 campaign	material.	 The	 photograph	 becomes	 a	 political	 image,	 activated	 by	widespread	
dissemination.	
	
Dombrovskis'	 work	 is	 inexorably	 linked	 with	 the	 success	 of	 the	 ‘Gordon	 below	 Franklin’	 campaign,	
specifically	 his	 large-format	 photograph	 ‘Rock	 Island	 Bend'	 (1983).	 This	 picture	 is	 regarded	 as	
instrumental	in	the	success	of	the	campaign	to	save	the	Lower	Franklin	River	from	the	proposed	Hydro	
Scheme.	 In	 1983	 the	 campaign	 was	 won	 by	 a	 surge	 in	 public	 opposition	 to	 the	 damming	 and	 the	
intervention	 of	 the	 Federal	 Government	 following	 an	 election	 win	 in	 favour	 of	 the	 campaign.	 This	
overpowering	 of	 the	 pro-dam	 Tasmanian	 State	 Government	 is	 for	 Thomas	 a	 testament	 to	 the	
assignment	of	power	to	the	image.	'The	mechanical	reproduction	of	the	photograph	was	pitted	against	
                                                
29	Martin	Thomas,	Australian	Perspecta	Consortium,	and	Art	Gallery	of	New	South	Wales,	Uncertain	Ground:	
Essays:	Essays	Between	Art	+	Nature	(Sydney,	NSW:	Art	Gallery	of	New	South	Wales,	2000),	9.	
30	Ibid,	9.	
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the	proliferation	of	hydro	technology.’31	In	the	case	of	 'Rock	 Island	Bend'	the	mechanical	structures	of	
hydropower	 are	 doubled	 in	 the	 mechanics	 of	 newspaper	 printing;	 ancient	 rock’s	 halftone	 double	 is	
marred	against	its	concrete	substitute.		
	
	
 
Figure	12:	Rock	Island	Bend	newspaper	excerpt,	1983	
	
	
Creative	 engagement	 with	 an	 environment	 allows	 artists	 to	 grapple	 with	 the	 socio-cultural,	
technological	 and	 ecological	 challenges	 that	 are	 associated	with	 such	 an	 environment.	 Hydro,	mining	
and	water	management	structures	become	symbolic	of	socio-political	instability.32	Tvedt’s	investigative	
research	 into	 the	 implications	 of	 water	 infrastructure	 points	 out	 a	 central	 pursuit	 of	 power;	 the	
harnessing	 of	 environmental	 resources	 for	 social	 advancement.33 	The	 arteries	 of	 the	 landscape	 –	
                                                
31	Ibid,	10.	
32	During	the	writing	of	this	thesis	the	high	voltage	‘Basslink'	cable,	which	is	used	to	sell	generated	electricity	to	
Victoria	and	relay	electricity	to	Tasmania,	failed	as	a	result	of	being	overloaded	by	peak	hydroelectric	export.	
Between	2011	and	2012	on	average	around	$40	million	was	generated	from	sales	of	electricity	to	Victoria.	
However,	after	drastically	increased	production	in	light	of	a	carbon	tax	market	opportunity,	this	figure	increased	to	
$250	million	between	2013	to	2014.	The	situation	was	compounded	by	record	low	dam	levels	and	an	unseasonal	
drought,	resulting	in	the	importation	of	diesel	generators	to	support	the	grid	and	internet	dropouts,	as	the	Basslink	
failure	also	severed	a	telecommunications	cable.	During	this	time,	Lake	Gordon,	(	pictured	in	Stephenson’s	
‘Skeletons’)	fell	to	a	level	of	7%.	
(“Tasmania's	Power	Crisis”,	John	Martinkus,	The	Saturday	Paper,	Issue	#106	April	30	-	May	6	2016.	
https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/news/environment/2016/04/30/tasmanias-power-
crisis/14619384003188)	
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widened,	 deepened,	 diverted,	 harvested	 and	 revered	 –	 are	 indicative	 of	 Anthropogenic	 change;	 a	
hydrological	imaginary	chronicled	by	artists	working	with	these	adjusted	landscapes.	
		
Technology,	 French	 Philosopher	 Paul	 Virilio	 argues,	 is	 a	 decentralising	 force	 –	 a	 vehicle	 for	
instantaneousness.	 Technology	 is	 ‘speed’.	 Speed	 shapes	 our	 understanding	 and	 perception	 of	 the	
spaces	around	us	 in	profound	ways.	Virilio	has	written	extensively	on	 the	 topic	of	 technology	and	 its	
pervasive	 effect	 on	 our	 ontological	 (a	 field	 of	 metaphysics	 dealing	 with	 the	 nature	 of	 being)	 and	
corporeal	(concerning	the	body	and	its	physicality)	modes	of	existence.	Chief	amongst	Virilio’s	theories	
on	the	modes	of	technology	is	the	notion	of	the	‘dromosphere’,	defined	in	Virilio’s	book	‘Polar	Inertia’	
(2000)	as	‘the	sphere	of	speeds	relative	to	that	finite	and	absolute	speed	of	light,	the	universal	constant	
which	 determines	 the	 cosmological	 horizon,	 that	 is	 to	 say	 the	 cone	 of	 visibility	 of	 astronomical	
appearances.’34		
	
The	 dromosphere	 is	 our	 contemporary	 environment	 of	 ‘speed’	 and	 the	 city	 is	 both	 a	 physical	 and	
conceptual	 barrier.	 The	 urbanised	 spaces	 of	 the	 city	 –	 the	 infrastructure	 of	 roads,	 rail	 networks	 and	
telecommunications	 –	 act	 as	 a	 transformer,	 stepping	down	 the	effect	of	 the	dromosphere.	 Thus,	 the	
dam,	on	the	outer	skirts	of	the	city	is	a	hydrological	transformer	as	well	as	a	hydroelectricity	generator.	
As	a	result	of	the	dromosphere,	the	city	and	the	dam	act	to	jeopardise	ordinary	human	social	structure	
–	 warping	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 natural	 passage	 of	 traffic	 and	 information,	 and	 of	 water	
respectively.	 Thus,	 the	hydrological	 imaginary	 gains	 a	profound	 level	 of	meaning	 for	 our	 future	 in	 an	
increasingly	 urbanised	 and	 technologically	 saturated	world.	 For	 Virilio,	 accidents	 are	 invented	 at	 the	
same	time	as	technological	progress	–	the	ship	leads	to	the	shipwreck	and	the	plane	to	the	plane	crash	
–	 ‘Every	 technology	 carries	 its	 own	 negativity,	 which	 is	 invented	 at	 the	 same	 time	 as	 technical	
progress.’35	
	
In	a	Virilion	sense,	reservoirs,	water	tanks	and	pipelines	are	extensions	of	the	city,	itself	a	technological	
complex,	 and	 thus,	 these	 structures	 accelerate	 our	 mastery	 of	 the	 otherwise	 free-flowing	 water	
surrounding	us.	Water	is	inducted	into	the	technological	‘buffer	zone’	of	the	city	–	a	zone,	as	writer	John	
Ebert	 describes,	 that	 ‘codes	 and	 controls	 (water’s)	 proliferation.’36	Philosopher	 Sadie	Plant	 states	 that	
‘concrete	 is	 the	 crucial	 substance	 of	 the	 entire	 structure	 and	 infrastructure	 of	 the	 modern	 world.’37	
Concrete	sinks	 landscapes.	The	dam	leads	to	a	dam	bust.	The	mechanism	designed	to	control	flooding	
may	 itself	 induce	 artificial	 flooding,	 through	 accident,	 negligence	 and	 in	 both	 ecological	 and	 societal	
realms.	 Thus,	 in	 the	 second	 chapter	 I	 will	 focus	 on	 the	 means	 through	 which	 societies	 are	 now	
compelled	by	concrete’s	reach	to	establish	new	measures	to	regain	their	connection	to	the	rivers	that	
are	 relied	 upon	 –	 perhaps	 to	 avoid	 the	 Virilion	 accidents	 of	 technological	 negativity	 associated	 with	
damming	.			
	
                                                
34	Paul	Virilio,	Polar	Inertia	(London:	Sage,	2000),	45.	
35 Philippe	Petit,	Paul	Virilio,	Politics	of	the	Very	Worst	(New	York:	Semiotext(e),	1999),	89.	
36	Johndavidebert,	“Paul	Virilio	A	Discussion	by	John	David	Ebert	1	/	2,”	YouTube,	November	15	2011,	accessed	
February	16,	2016,	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bKPHLH88vf4.	
37	Sadie	Plant,	Not	yet	titled,	never	will	be,	Konrad	Bitterli,	Andreas	Duscha,	Jens	Kastner,	Fiona	Liewehr,	Sadie	
Plant,	‘Christoph	Weber	–	Uncast	(Spector	Books,	Leipzig,	2015),	19.	
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Accordingly,	at	 the	 time	of	writing	 this	 thesis,	 there	was	a	court	 ruling	 in	New	Zealand’s	North	 Island	
that	gave	the	longest	navigable	river	in	New	Zealand38,	‘Te	Awa	O	Whanganui’	–	The	Whanganui	River	–	
a	living-entity	legal	status.	This	level	of	sacred	protection	set	a	precedent	for	the	March	2017	ruling	for	
India’s	 Ganges	 and	 Yamuna	 rivers	 to	 become	 living	 entities	 in	 a	 similar	 vein39.	 Following	 the	 New	
Zealand	court	ruling,	a	Whanganui	spokesperson	stated	that	‘..from	our	perspective,	treating	the	river	
as	 a	 living	 entity	 is	 the	 correct	way	 to	 approach	 it,	 as	 an	 indivisible	whole,	 instead	 of	 the	 traditional	
model	for	the	last	100	years	of	treating	it	from	a	perspective	of	ownership	and	management.’40	
	
The	codified	and	controlled	urban	water	supply	and	the	ordering	of	the	natural	as	standing-reserve,	via	
hydroelectric	 power	 generation,	 are	 hydrological	 conditions	 of	 our	 technologically-saturated	
environment.	However,	it	could	be	said	that	technology	is	both	the	poison	in	the	water	supply	and	the	
antidote	for	logistically	achievable	access	to	water.	It	is	the	domain	of	the	artist	to	interact,	observe	and	
suggest	alternative	vessels	that	can	be	used	to	navigate	the	rivers,	oceans,	atmospheres	and	aquifers	of	
our	hydrological	imaginary.		
	
  
                                                
38	“Whanganui,	New	Zealand”	Official	Tourist	Site	For	Whanganui,	NZ.	May	02,	2017,	
http://www.visitwhanganui.nz/		
39	“Ganges	and	Yamuna	Rivers	Granted	Same	Legal	Rights	as	Human	Beings”,	Michael	Safi,	The	Guardian,	March	22	
2017,	accessed	August	02,	2017,	https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-
granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings	
40	“New	Zealand	River	Granted	Same	Legal	Rights	as	Human	Being”,	Eleanor	Ange	Roy,	The	Guardian,	March	16	
2017.	Accessed	August	02,	2017,	https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-
same-legal-rights-as-human-being	
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Chapter	2:	From	Karst	to	Cast	
 
	
 
Figure	13:	Mao	swimming	in	the	Yangtze	River,	1966	
 
The	Taming	of	the	Flow	
	
	
The	 Anthropocene	 is	 a	 geological	 epoch	 categorising	 human	 activity	 as	 a	major	 shaping	 force	 in	 the	
environment.	 It	 is	 a	 period	 of	 traceable	 changes	 present	 in	 the	 environment	 since	 1750.	 Following	 a	
surge	 in	 radioactivity	 in	1950	due	 to	widespread	weapons	 testing	and	usage,	 the	 radioactive	 isotopes	
from	nuclear	bombs,	along	with	traces	from	industrialised	agriculture,	plant	cultivation,	effects	of	major	
dams	coupled	with	the	 increasing	release	of	carbon	dioxide	and	other	chemicals	 into	the	atmosphere,	
resulted	in	what	is	dubbed	‘the	great	acceleration41’	–	the	defining	period	of	human	instigated	change.	
This	amassing	of	technological	by-products	has	formed	a	distinct	‘geological	deposition’	–	a	man-made	
strata42.		
                                                41	"Future	Stratigraphy	symposium:	Ron	Boyd."	YouTube.	November	22,	2016,	Accessed	July	18,	2017,	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D0UlIb0_uko&index=4&list=PLzhYMSyUQO6Snbw3Q06sJT5HYjjW4aHLZ.	
methane	gas	and	nitrous	oxide,	associated	with	fertilizers.	However,	it	still	remains	a	marginally	accepted	epoch	
due	to	its	unfolding	nature.	
42	"Future	Stratigraphy	symposium:	Ron	Boyd."	YouTube.	November	22,	2016,	Accessed	July	18,	2017,	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D0UlIb0_uko&index=4&list=PLzhYMSyUQO6Snbw3Q06sJT5HYjjW4aHLZ.	
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In	 2016	 The	 International	 Union	 of	 Geologic	 Sciences	 (IUGS)	 voted	 for	 the	 recognition	 of	 the	
Anthropocene	 as	 a	 formal	 geological	 epoch,	 following	 increasing	 support	 for	 the	 acknowledgment	 of	
human-instigated	 changes	 to	 the	 environment	 in	 fields	 such	 as	 geology	 and	 oceanography.	 The	
Anthropocene	 is	 a	 milestone	 in	 the	 acceptance	 of	 the	 science	 that	 catalogues	 changes	 to	 our	
environment.	Although	not	a	central	concern	of	this	thesis,	there	are	aspects	of	art	in	the	Anthropocene	
that	can	be	discussed	in	regards	to	hydro-imaginaries	and	the	role	of	the	artist.	The	Anthropocene	can	
be	read	as	a	recent	hybrid	ecological	–	technological	trend	in	art,	one	that	engages	with	the	hydrological	
consciousness	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 interesting	 ways.	 I	 will	 bring	 some	 of	 these	 ideas	 into	 a	 discussion	 of	
contemporary	art	that	deals	with	the	identity-shaping	sociocultural,	utilitarian	and	speculative	attributes	
of	water	in	its	distribution	across	the	globe.	
	
The	Land	Art	movement,	modern	photographic	practices	and	environmental	 fields	of	post-minimal	art	
have	 their	 basis	 in	 anthropocentric	 ideals,	 fuelled	 also	 by	 institutional	 critique	 and	 socio-political	
movements	 of	 the	 20th	 century.	 Contemporary	 art	 often	 engages	 directly	 with	 the	 Anthropocene	 as	
hybrid	art	and	science	practices	often	focus	on	phenomena	related	to	this	human-driven	change	in	the	
environment.	 In	 the	 midst	 of	 widespread	 environmental	 change,	 large	 dams	 are	 one	 of	 the	 official	
twelve	 measures	 of	 human	 activity	 that	 contribute	 to	 this	 period	 of	 anthropogenic	 change 43 ,	 a	
hydrological	trend	spanning	from	pre-industrial	times	through	to	today.		
	
	
 
Figure	14:	Bryden	Williams,	Three	Gorges	Dam,	2012	
	
	
In	2009	the	China	Three	Gorges	Corporation	finished	a	decade-long	construction	project,	signalling	the	
completion	 of	 what	 is	 currently	 the	 world’s	 largest	 concrete	 structure	 and	 dam	 –	 The	 Three	 Gorges	
                                                
43	The	International	Geosphere	Biosphere	Program	are	the	official	body	behind	the	comprehensive	study	into	the	
human	landscape	and	its	effect	on	the	‘Earth	Systems’	
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Dam.	 Located	 in	 Hubei,	 the	 two-kilometre	 impasse	 sits	 on	 the	 Chang	 Jiang	 (Long	 River)44,	 commonly	
known	as	 the	Yangtze	River:	China’s	biggest	body	of	water	and	the	 longest	 river	 in	Asia.	The	dam	 is	a	
monument	to	economic	growth.	It	was	designed	to	prevent	floods	caused	by	monsoon	weather	and	the	
glacial	meltwater	from	the	Tibetan	Plateau,	and	to	generate	energy	from	this	 immense	flow.	The	dam	
generates	 hydroelectricity	 in	 the	 order	 of	 22,000	 mega	 watts	 from	 its	 26	 turbines,	 utilising	 the	 660	
kilometre-long	 reservoir	 consisting	 of	 roughly	 40	 cubic	 kilometres	 of	 deep	 submerged	 gorges	 and	
mountainous	 surrounds.	 This	 dam	 is	 highly	 controversial	 due	 to	 its	 astounding	 footprint.	 The	 rising	
water	 upstream	 alone	 displaced	 at	 least	 one	 million	 people,	 while	 farmlands,	 whole	 cities	 and	
infrastructure	–	ancient	and	modern	–	sank	or	became	relocated	oddities	in	alien	provinces.	The	lower	
Yangtze	 has	 depleted	 nutrient	 content	 due	 to	 the	 dam’s	 massive	 silt	 retention,	 while	 fish	 and	 bird	
species	 have	 been	 wiped	 out	 or	 threatened	 by	 sudden	 changes	 to	 their	 ecosystem.	 A	 hyper-
industrialised	site,	it	is	the	dam	that	‘changed	the	earth’s	rotation.45’	
	
In	 1956	 the	 former	 Chairman	 of	 the	 Communist	 Party	 of	 China,	 Mao	 Zedong,	 published	 a	 poem	
‘Youyong’	 (Swimming),	 inspired	by	a	 crossing	of	 the	Yangtze	River.	This	poem	 is	a	preamble	 to	Mao’s	
later	 indoctrination	 of	 swimming	 into	 the	 political	 sphere;	 a	 dip	 in	 the	 river	 foretelling	 a	 period	 of	
industrial	liberation.		
	
	
‘..Great	plans	are	afoot:		
A	bridge	will	fly	to	span	the	north	and	south,		
Turning	a	deep	chasm	into	a	thoroughfare;		
Walls	of	stone	will	stand	upstream	to	the	west		
To	hold	back	Wushan's	clouds	and	rain		
Till	a	smooth	lake	rises	in	the	narrow	gorges.		
The	mountain	goddess	if	she	is	still	there		
Will	marvel	at	a	world	so	changed.’	
	
	
Just	 as	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 ‘four	 olds’	 –	 old	 customs,	 old	 habits,	 old	 ideas	 and	 old	 cultures	 –	 was	
propagated	by	the	Communist	Party	of	China	(CPC)	throughout	its	rein,	to	eradicate	religious	beliefs	and	
instil	 dedication	 to	 the	 ‘Mao	 cult’,	 the	 act	 of	 swimming	was	 used,	 in	 its	 ‘contravention	 of	 Confucian	
notions	of	physical	reserve46’,	for	similar	effect.	Swimming	became	a	state-sanctioned	rebellion	against	
the	old	ways.	Indeed,	in	1966	Mao	staged	a	ceremonial	comeback	on	the	Yangtze	River	in	Wuhan,	the	
river-side	capital	of	Hubei.	The	CPC	had	fallen	into	disrepute	and	Mao	had	been	absent	from	the	public	
eye	 for	 some	 time.	 Thus	 a	 surprise	 appearance	 of	 Mao	 in	 the	 Yangtze,	 paddling	 amongst	 his	 body	
guards,	was	used	to	great	effect	by	party	propaganda.	It	was	as	former	American	politician	and	scholar	
                                                
44	The	Yangtze	River	is	the	longest	river	in	Asia	("Yangtze	River."	Encyclopædia	Britannica.	Accessed	July	19,	2017.,	
https://www.britannica.com/place/Yangtze-River.)	
45	Cutler	Cleveland,	"China's	Monster	Three	Gorges	Dam	Is	About	To	Slow	The	Rotation	Of	The	Earth."	Business	
Insider	Australia.	June	18,	2010,	accessed	July	19,	2017,	https://www.businessinsider.com.au/chinas-three-gorges-
dam-really-will-slow-the-earths-rotation-2010-6?r=US&IR=T.	
46	Richard	H.	Solomon,	"The	Chairman's	Historic	Swim."	Time.	September	27,	1999.	Accessed	July	19,	2017.	
http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2054250,00.html.	
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Richard	 H.	 Solomon	 states,	 ‘a	 display	 of	 (Mao’s)	 robust	 health	 to	 summon	 supporters	 against	 the	
counter-revolutionaries	(The	Kuomintang,	or	National	Peoples	Party)	that	stood	in	the	way	of	his	power.	
47’	 Mao’s	 vision	 of	 ‘walls	 of	 stone’	 and	 thoroughfares	 across	 the	 chasm	 can	 be	 read	 as	 the	 new	
mythology	of	a	communist	state;	the	ancient	out-dated	ideals	purged	by	Mao’s	vitality	and	strength48	in	
negotiating	the	river.		
	
In	 Taoist	mythology,	 the	 river	 is	 seen	as	 a	 tutor;	 a	 liquid	 force	 teaching	 the	morals	 and	ethics	of	 ‘the	
great	wheel	of	life49’.	Scandinavian	Professor	Terje	Tvedt	points	out	in	‘A	Journey	in	the	Future	of	Water’	
that	 there	 is	also	a	certain	gender	 symbology	attached	 to	water	 in	ancient	Chinese	 tradition;	 ’women	
represent	 the	 fertile,	 the	 humid,	 the	 receptive	 element	 of	 nature.50’	 China’s	 highly	 seasonal	 climate,	
subject	to	monsoon	systems	but	often	rainless	otherwise,	is	defined	by	this	underlying	femininity,	akin	
to	a	kind	of	earthly	 force	associated	with	catastrophic	 floods	on	super-rivers	 like	 the	Yangtze	and	 the	
Yellow	River.	However,	Chairman	Mao’s	‘Swimming’	challenges	this	Taoist	belief	–	‘a	world	so	changed’:	
industrialised	China51.		
	
In	 2013	 I	 travelled	 to	 China	 for	 a	 three-month	 residency	 at	 Red	 Gate	 Gallery,	 a	 private	 gallery	 and	
residency	programme	based	in	Beijing.	The	gallery	itself	occupies	a	Ming-dynasty	tower,	which	is	one	of	
the	few	remains	of	Beijing’s	old	city	wall,	whilst	the	residency	 is	divided	between	tenement	studios	 in	
downtown	 Beijing	 and	 a	 warehouse	 complex	 in	 the	 north-eastern	 village	 of	 Feijiacun,	 where	 I	 was	
based.		
	
	
 
Figure	15:	Bryden	Williams,	Easel	in	Time,	2013	
	
                                                
47	Ibid.	
48	Stuart	Heaver,	"Chairman	Mao's	historic	swim	–	glorified	in	China	but	ridiculed	by	the	rest	of	the	world."	South	
China	Morning	Post,	August	04,	2016,	accessed	July	19,	2017,	http://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-
magazine/long-reads/article/1999098/chairman-maos-historic-swim-glorified-china.	
49	Terje	Tvedt	and	Richard	Daly,	A	journey	in	the	Future	of	Water	(London:	I.B.	Tauris,	2014),	202.	
50	Ibid,	202.	
51	This	is	notwithstanding	the	huge	degree	of	unrest	in	China	imposed	by	the	Party’s	infamously	inhumane	socio-
economic	campaigns	‘The	Great	Leap	Forward’	of	1958	-	1962	and	‘The	Cultural	Revolution’	of	1966	-	1970.	
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During	the	first	two	months	I	worked	in	my	studio	and	around	the	village	of	Feijiacun,	which	is	one	of	
Beijing’s	numerous	artist	colonies.	During	my	first	week	there	was	a	monsoonal	downpour	that	flooded	
the	warehouses	and	sent	debris	across	the	village.	When	the	water	receded,	a	brick	diverter	was	hastily	
built	in	my	studio,	and	while	the	second	downpour	never	came,	a	broad	step	was	now	necessary	to	exit	
over	 the	 little	 brick	 wall	 in	 the	 front	 doorway.	 This	 exiting	 ritual	 came	 to	 define	 the	 residency	 in	 a	
number	 of	ways.	 I	 became	 fixated	 on	water	 –	 on	 the	 smell	 of	 it,	 and	 how	 it	 shuddered	 through	 the	
plumbing.	 It	dripped	 from	the	air-conditioning	unit	and	 formed	mould	and	 rising	damp	on	 the	 floor.	 I	
contemplated	the	bore	water	while	taking	showers.	During	the	frequent	water	outages	I	spend	the	long	
and	humid	days	exploring	 littered	canals	and	a	 lotus-covered	pond	down	the	road.	These	experiences	
fed	into	a	series	of	light	sculptures	made	from	modified	water	bottles,	taps	and	rope	LED’s	along	with	a	
video,	‘Easel	in	Time’	(2013)	filmed	around	the	nearby	pond	and	canal.	
	
My	visit	to	China	was	a	result	of	winning	the	2013	Chippendale	New	World	Art	Prize	with	‘Techno	Fire’	–	
a	perspex	replica	of	a	combustion	stove,	modelled	from	the	same	fireplace	in	the	Megalong	Valley	that	I	
mentioned	in	the	preface.	Equipped	with	a	virtual	burning	log	(footage	of	burning	firewood	shown	on	an	
ipod	touch	embedded	into	a	piece	of	firewood).	I	described	it	as	an	exploration	of	the	human	reliance	
on	 light	 as	 a	 product	 of	 our	 primal	 infatuation	 and	 dependence	 on	 fire.52	From	 fire	 to	 water;	 my	
experiences	in	China	were	to	be	a	new	elemental	phase	in	my	practice.	
	
	
 	
                                                
52	Bryden	Williams,	"Techno	Fire,	2012",	accessed	July	20,	2017,	http://www.brydenwilliams.com/techno-fire/.	
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The	Wuxing	–	The	Five	Processes	
 
	
 
Figure	16:	Bryden	Williams,	Water	Jug	#2,	2013	
	
	
The	Ancient	Greeks	maintained	the	importance	of	elemental	forces.	Traditional	Chinese	thought	follows	
a	 similar	 scheme.	 The	 ‘Wuxing’	 (five	 processes)	 of	 wood-fire-earth-metal-water,	 are	 ‘regarded	 as	
dynamic,	 interdependent	 modes	 or	 aspects	 of	 the	 universe’s	 ongoing	 existence	 and	 development.53’	
China	 drove	 an	 evolution	 to	 my	 ‘Techno	 Fire’	 (2012)	 work;	 of	 fire’s	 endurance	 as	 a	 primal	 resource	
today.	 The	exploration	 still	 focused	on	 the	primal	 aspects	of	 technologically	mediated	 light,	 however,	
the	 controlled	 explosion	 of	 the	 combustion	 engine	 and	 the	 utilitarian	 fire	 exchanged	 places	with	 the	
element	of	water;	an	organic	substance	mediated	in	different	ways.	Water	replaced	fire	in	its	underlying	
technological	primacy	and	China	became	the	platform	to	explore	this	idea.	
	
During	my	visit	 I	decided	to	 travel	 to	one	of	China’s	mega-cities,	 the	municipality	of	Chongqing,	 to	do	
some	further	filming,	travel	and	research.	I	explored	the	city	only	briefly,	as	I	was	planning	on	spending	
my	time	during	the	upcoming	mid-autumn	festival	on	a	boat	trip	down	the	Yangtze	River.	My	hostel	was	
                                                
53	Internet	Encyclopedia	of	Philosophy,	“Wuxing”,	accessed	July	20,	2017,	http://www.iep.utm.edu/wuxing/.	
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directly	beside	a	construction	site	for	a	bridge	spanning	the	Jialing	River,	not	far	from	its	confluence	with	
the	Yangtze.	The	night	before	the	boat	trip	I	found	a	video	of	Yung	Chang’s	2007	documentary	‘Up	the	
Yangtze’	 in	 the	 hostel	 theatrette.	 Set	 during	 the	 late-stage	 construction	 of	 the	 Three	 Gorges	 Dam	 in	
2006	and	the	arrival	of	cruise	 liners	on	the	Yangtze,	the	film	observes	the	fate	of	families	and	civilians	
living	under	the	submersion	zone	as	the	dam	slowly	starts	to	fill	up.	Chang’s	film	captures	the	transition	
of	regional	China	from	agrarian	culture	to	a	capitalist	economy	ushered	in	by	the	industrialisation	of	a	
river.		
	
	
 
Figure	17:	Up	The	Yangtze,	Chang	Yung,	2008	
 
	
Aboard	the	tour	boat	my	English	was	useless.	I	shared	a	cabin	with	three	men	who	seemed	only	to	have	
patchy	and	brief	conversations,	struggling	to	understand	each	others	dialects.	We	shared	the	same	boat	
for	three	days	and	came	to	enjoy	each	other’s	company,	posing	for	pictures	together	and	stepping	out	
to	view	the	famous	Three	Gorges	on	our	spot	 lit	evening	pass	by.	 I	made	a	seven-minute	screen	work	
that	 presented	 these	 vignettes	 of	 the	 river,	 the	 dam	 and	 the	 people	 –	 	 visitors	 and	 residents	 alike.	
Evidence	of	 the	dialogue	between	environmental	 forces	 and	human	 intervention	was	 visible,	 not	 just	
within	 the	 Three	Gorges	 Dam	 and	 tourist	 centre,	 countless	 suspension	 and	 cable-stayed	 bridges,	 but	
also	 within	 the	 trash	 islands	 carried	 in	 the	 current	 alongside	 the	 boat	 and	 the	 enormous	 Chinese	
characters	carved	into	the	rock.	The	river	was	a	wasteland	and	we	were	hurtling	along	it	like	a	tour	bus	
down	a	freeway.	
	
Although	 the	 tour	boat	was	miniscule	 compared	 to	 the	grand	ocean	 liners	 that	Chang’s	documentary	
focused	 on,	 our	 humble	 option	 offered	 a	 budget	 Three	 Gorges	 experience	 for	 the	 few	 hundred	
passengers	on	board,	 complete	with	a	 tour	of	 the	dam	site	and	the	Three	Gorges	Museum.	After	 the	
cruise	terminated	at	the	museum,	I	also	visited	Gezhouba	Dam,	part	of	the	network	of	dams	in	the	area,	
and	 walked	 along	 the	 giant	 paved	 embankments	 at	 Jialing	 rivers	 edge.	 In	 probing	 the	 political	 and	
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environmental	 fields	 surrounding	 the	dam,	my	 video	 ‘On	 the	 Yangtze’	 became	an	observation	on	 the	
aesthetic	conditions	of	the	industrial	Yangtze.	Unlike	my	previous	work,	 it	was	a	fireless	 line	of	 inquiry	
on	new	 terrain,	 exploring	 the	 sociocultural	 and	 technological	 interplays	between	 concrete	and	water.	
My	tourist	experience	illustrated	a	turbulent	romance	between	nature	and	technology	unfolding	on	the	
deep	muddied	waters	of	the	Yangtze.		
	
	
 
Figure	18:	Bryden	Williams,	On	the	Yangtze	(screenshot	of	HD	video),	2013	
 
On	Earth	Art	
	
	
Chiefly	in	the	USA,	land	artists	in	the	1960’s	took	on	new	terrains	in	art.	Widespread	damming,	industrial	
farming	and	agriculture	from	the	last	two	centuries	combined	with	increasing	anti-institution	and	gallery	
practices	 led	 to	 artists	 reflecting	 over	 the	 vast	 natural	 and	man-made	 structures	 in	 the	 environment.	
Artists	such	as	Walter	de	Maria,	Michael	Heizer	and	Robert	Smithson	responded	to	this	industrialisation	
of	regional	deserts	in	states	such	as	Utah,	California	and	Nevada,	simultaneously	transposing	elements	
of	the	non-urban	back	into	the	city	sphere.	To	use	writer	J.	Myles’	terms,	the	‘backlot	of	the	America54’	
offered	a	new	imaginary	for	experimentation	and	the	examining	of	new	topologies,	often	hydrological	in	
nature.	
	
American	artist	Robert	Smithson	is	widely	recognised	for	his	prodigious	contributions	to	land	art	in	the	
late	1960’s	and	1970’s.	His	often	 large-scale	projects,	most	 famously	 ‘Spiral	 Jetty’	 (1970),	built	on	 the	
Great	Salt	Lake	in	Utah,	play	with	the	conditions	of	open	space;	of	temporality,	decay	and	also	with	the	
conditions	of	urbanisation	of	rural	or	un-ordered	terrain.	His	work	in	the	broader	field	of	land	art	breaks	
                                                
54	Philipp	Kaiser	and	Miwon	Kwon,	Ends	of	the	Earth:	Land	Art	to	1974	(Los	Angeles,	CA:	Museum	of	Contemporary	
Art,	Los	Angeles,	2012),	139.	
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the	 traditions	 of	 minimalist	 art	 in	 the	 1950’s.	 Smithson	 was	 opposed	 to	 the	 ‘plonk	 art55’	 factor	 of	
artworks	simply	being	transported	from	the	white	cube	gallery	and	into	the	public	space.	As	Smithson	
stated	during	a	symposium	in	1969,	‘I	felt	it	was	wrong	to	consider	sculpture	as	an	object	that	you	would	
tack	 onto	 a	 building	 after	 the	 building	 is	 done..56”.	 Thus,	 Smithson	was	 central	 to	 the	 role	 that	 site-
specific	art	played	in	the	land,	or	earth	art	movement.	
	
These	 engagements	with	 elements	 of	 the	 earth	 itself	 often	 took	 on	 a	written	 form,	 as	 templates	 for	
future-planning	and	urban	design	projects.	 Further,	 these	essays	and	photo	 collages,	 such	as	 ‘Toward	
the	Development	of	an	Air	Terminal	Site’	(1967),	acted	as	written	and	photographic	documentation	for	
sometimes	 inaccessible	 or	 temporary	 works,	 making	 them	 available	 for	 broader	 academic	
dissemination.	 A	 proponent	 of	 aerial	 photography	 and	 urban	modelling	 in	 Land	Art,	 Smithson’s	work	
explores	the	possibilities	of	topography	where	the	imaginaries	of	lakes,	deserts	and	flooded	mines	find	
new	beginnings	through	creative	intervention.	
	
‘Broken	Circle	 -	Spiral	Hill’	 (1971)	 is	a	site-intervention	artwork	 in	an	abandoned	open-cut	mine	 in	the	
Netherlands.	Commissioned	for	Sonsbeek	International	Sculpture	Festival	in	1971,	the	work	consisted	of	
two	 parts:	 a	 circular	 pier-like	 earthen	 structure	 arching	 across	 a	 flooded	 mine,	 and	 a	 small	 hill,	
resembling	an	open-cut	mine	turned	 inside	out.	This	particular	site	was	chosen	with	the	aid	of	a	 local	
geographer,	working	 in	collaboration	under	 the	 festival	curation,	allowing	Smithson	to	determine	that	
the	site	was	a	terminal	moraine;	a	final	dumping	ground	of	glacial	debris	left	behind	by	the	last	ice	age.	
Smithson	 stated,	 ‘in	 a	 very	 densely	 populated	 area	 like	 Holland,	 I	 feel	 it’s	 best	 not	 to	 disturb	 the	
cultivation	of	 the	 land.	With	my	work	 in	 the	quarry,	 I	 somehow	reorganized	a	disrupted	situation	and	
brought	 it	back	 into	another	kind	of	 shape.’	 Indeed,	 the	vast	cultivation	of	 the	Netherlands	 is	evident	
across	 the	 country,	 most	 evidently	 in	 the	 Rhine	 River	 delta	 farmlands.	 For	 Smithson,	 working	 in	 a	
flooded	mine	yielded	aesthetic	and	spatial	ideas	rather	than	the	fuels	and	minerals	that	were	extracted	
earlier.		
	
Smithson	embraced	destruction	and	construction	as	an	essential	duality.	In	‘Broken	Circle	–	Spiral	Hill’,	
changes	to	the	water	level	encouraged	complex	salt	crystals	to	form	on	the	surface	of	the	broken	circle.	
These	micro-formations	occurred	 in	situ,	 just	as	Spiral	 Jetty	hosted	complex	microscopic	crystals	 from	
the	salty	water	of	the	Great	Salt	Lake.	Indeed	any	earthwork	site	has	its	own	unique	set	of	forces	that	
shape	the	outcome.	There	is	an	 inevitability	of	natural	circumstances.	Be	it	Smithson’s	 ‘Broken	Circle	-	
Spiral	Hill’,	or	‘Spiral	Jetty’,	water	coerces	the	final	shape	of	the	work.	
	
	
‘Water	resources	that	involve	flood	control,	irrigation,	and	hydroelectric	power	provide	one	with	
an	entirely	new	way	to	order	the	terrain.57’	
                                                
55	‘Plonk-art’	-	a	term	describing	modernist	public	sculptures	that	came	to	prominence	across	America,	regarded	by	
curater	Janna	Eggebeen	as	‘plonk-art’	(Janna	Eggebeen,	“Between	Two	Worlds”:	Robert	Smithson	and	Aerial	
Art."	Public	Art	Dialogue	1,	no.	1	(2011):	87-111.	doi:10.1080/21502552.2011.536712.)	
56	Earth,	Symposium	at	White	Museum,	Cornell	University,	1969,	Robert	Smithson	and	Jack	Flam,	Robert	Smithson:	
The	Collected	Writings	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1996),	177.	
57	Robert	Smithson,	Towards	the	Development	of	an	Air	Terminal	Site,	1967	(Artforum,	June	1967),	Robert	
Smithson	and	Jack	Flam,	Robert	Smithson:	The	Collected	Writings	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	1996),	
58.	
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Smithson’s	earth	work	continued	into	ready-made	territories	previously	covered	by	the	likes	of	Marcel	
Duchamp.	 In	 1967,	 following	 employment	 as	 an	 artist	 consultant	 for	 the	 proposed	Dallas-Fort	Worth	
Airport	 in	 North	 Central	 Texas,	 Smithson	 produced	 the	 essay	 ‘Towards	 the	 Development	 of	 an	 Air	
Terminal	Site’.	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	his	proposed	runway	artworks,	 to	be	viewed	while	 taking	off	and	
landing,	 were	 never	 realised,	 Smithson	 established	 footholds	 in	 multi-disciplinary	 realms	 of	 aerial	
photography,	spatial	design	and	spatial	mapping.	Smithson’s	notion	of	‘the	ordering	of	terrain’	became	
a	stepping	stone	for	his	reflection	on	other	work	sites	and	development-zones	thereby	shaping	his	ethic	
for	utilising	urban	development	as	art.	He	explored	 this	notion	 through	 ‘site-selections’,	photographic	
studies	 of	 construction	 sites	 captured	 in	 their	 in	 between	 state	 in	 order	 to	 illustrate	 a	 range	 of	
possibilities.	 One	 of	 these	 site-selections	 was	 a	 dam	 under	 construction:	 Pine	 Flat	 Dam	 in	 Piedra,	
California58.	The	dam	worksite,	a	highly	organised	and	functional	structure,	‘becomes	an	abstract	work	
of	art	that	vanishes	as	it	develops.59	Reinforced	concrete,	yet	to	be	realised	into	its	solid	form,	becomes	
a	temporary	sculptural	site;	pre	fabricated	yet	temporary	and	bound	for	a	functional	destiny	
	
Further,	Smithson	noted	the	sheer	capacity	of	industrial	earthmoving	equipment	such	as	the	‘dipper	for	
the	giant	mining	shovel’,	as	elements	in	a	‘process	of	heavy	construction	(that	have)	a	devastating	kind	
of	primordial	grandeur,	and	(are)	in	many	ways	more	astonishing	than	the	finished	project.	60’	Smithson	
acknowledges	 the	 writings	 of	 philosopher	 Marshall	 McLuhan,	 continuing..	 ‘The	 manifestations	 of	
technology	 are	 at	 times	 less	 “extensions”	 of	man	 (as	 per	M.	McLuhan),	 than	 they	 are	 aggregates	 of	
elements.	Even	the	most	advanced	tools	and	machines	are	made	of	the	raw	matter	of	the	earth.	Today’s	
highly	refined	technological	tools	are	not	much	different	in	this	respect	from	those	of	the	caveman.61’	
	
Smithson	is	both	a	critic	of	infrastructure	and	a	detached	admirer.	His	large-scale	works	alongside	those	
of	fellow	land	artist	Michael	Heizer’s	‘Double	Negative’	(1969-70),	a	240,000	tonne	displacement	in	the	
Nevada	 Desert	 or	Walter	 de	Maria’s	 ‘Lightning	 Field’	 (1977)	 –	 a	 field	 of	 laterally	 uniform	 steel	 poles	
designed	 to	attract	electrical	 storms	 in	Western	New	Mexico’s	High	Desert	–	endure	as	evidence	of	a	
predilection	 for	 the	environment.	The	 ‘primordial	grandeur’	of	construction	sites	was	a	wider	concern	
for	 land	artists	who	came	 to	adopt	 industrial	materials,	 like	 the	minimalists	before	 them,	and	utilised	
                                                
58Ron	Graziani’s	2004	book	Robert	Smithson	in	the	American	Landscape	discusses	a	printed	error	detailing	the	
actual	location	of	the	dam,	pointing	out	that	Pine	Flat	Dam	was	already	completed	at	the	time	the	photograph	was	
taken	and	is	located	in	Sacramento	Valley,	California,	and	not	Piedra,	as	written	in	the	essay.	Graziani	extrapolates	
a	number	of	compelling	possibilities	for	this	misprint:	‘Did	the	artist	simply	(mis)take	the	photo	for	Pine	Flat	Dam?	
Or	was	it	the	artist’s	way	of	aestheticizing	the	future-in-reverse,	a	warp	in	the	a	space/time	continuum	where	“the	
streamline	of	space	is	replaced	by	the	crystalline	structure	of	time?”	Smithson	really	knew	how	to	mess	with	one’s	
mind.”	(Ron	Graziani,	Robert	Smithson	and	the	American	landscape	[New	York:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2004),	
176.	
59Kate	Horner,	Dams	be	Dammed,	Let	the	World’s	Rivers	Flow	Again,	originally	published	on	International	
Rivers.org,	reproduced	at,	https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-
network/2017/jan/09/dams-building-let-rivers-flow.	
60Robert	Smithson,	A	Sedimentation	of	the	Mind:	Earth	Projects,	originally	published	in	Artforum	September	1968.	
Robert	Smithson	and	Jack	Flam,	Robert	Smithson:	The	Collected	Writings	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	
1996),	102.	
61	Ibid,	101.	
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earthmoving	equipment	to	pursue	the	opportunities	of	the	urban	field	surrounding	them.62	Like	a	force	
of	 nature,	 the	 artist	 is	 a	 catalyst	 for	 uncovering	 meaning	 in	 the	 landscape,	 often	 via	 the	 already-
exploited	and	hydrological	possibility	of	a	given	site.	
	
American	 conceptual	 artist	 John	 Roloff	 works	 with	 the	 underlying	 composition	 of	 landscapes	 and	
objects.	Having	a	background	in	geology	and	tectonics	research,	art	for	Roloff	 is	a	means	of	extending	
these	 scientific	 fields	 into	 a	 broader	 field	 of	 pedagogical	 speculation.	Water	 and	 oceans	 are	 a	major	
theme	 in	his	artistic	 lineage.	Large	ship	and	boat	 forms	moulded	from	sedimentary	deposits	are	often	
treated	as	evidence	of	a	decaying	utopia,	marked	by	a	conceptual	and	physical	return	to	the	underwater	
geologies	whence	they	arose.		
	
	
 
Figure	19:	John	Roloff,	NightShip	/	Submerged	Channel	/	the	Frozen	Sea,	1986	
	
	
Curator	 Constance	 Lewallen	 states	 that	 Roloff’s	 practice	 is	 ‘inspired	 by	 his	 longstanding	 interest	 in	
marine	geology,	a	 love	for	nineteenth-century	romantic	 landscape	painting	and	the	 innovations	of	the	
American	earth	artists’.	For	Roloff,	 the	shipwreck	 is	a	metaphor	for	the	enmeshed	human	presence	 in	
the	 environment,	 simultaneously	 battling	 against	 and	 becoming	 part	 of	 the	 ocean	 itself.	 Indeed,	 the	
desert	 incisions	 of	Michael	 Heizer	 could	 be	 terrestrial	 lochs,	where	 vessels	may	 berth	 –	 one	 land	 art	
foray	supporting	the	other	in	a	mirage	topology	of	the	ocean	on	the	land.	
	
Sedimentary	 rock	 is	 commonly	 used	 to	 make	 ceramic	 objects	 and	 glazes.	 Roloff	 uses	 the	 geological	
origins	of	 these	substances	as	a	blueprint	 for	 the	artwork,	crafting	vessels	symbolic	of	 the	triumphant	
domination	of	the	world’s	oceans	and	rivers,	such	as	‘Night	Ship	/	Submerged	Channel	/	the	Frozen	Sea’	
(1986)	–	a	fusion	of	ceramic	materials	in	the	form	of	a	decaying	model	ship.	Driven	by	the	provenance	of	
ceramic	 glazes	 and	 clays,	 Roloff	 transposed	 these	 vessels	 into	 non-gallery	 situations	where	 scale	 and	
sensory	experience	are	heightened,	such	as	 ‘Humboldt	Ship’	 (1989),	a	4.6-metre	tall	steel	and	cement	
sculptural	kiln	used	for	a	site-performance	in	Arcata,	California.	The	work	is	an	onsite	kiln	–	documented	
during	the	performance	as	a	blazing	red-hot	mass,	similar	to	lava	surfacing	from	a	fissure	in	the	earth’s	
crust.	However,	 ‘Humboldt	Ship’	also	 resembles	a	ghost-ship,	 surrounded	by	blackened	 tree	 trunks	or	
                                                
62	This	is	evident	in	Walter	de	Maria’s	work	with	boundary	marking	paint	as	an	experimental	action,	most	
prominently	‘Mile	Long	Drawing’	(1968)	in	the	Mojave	Desert,	California	and	Nancy	Holt’s	use	of	cement	piping	
with	holes	in	it	for	the	sun	to	ephemerally	pierce	through,	in	‘Sun	Tunnels’	(1973-1976),	Utah.	
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perhaps	a	fossilised	monument	to	an	extinct	civilisation.	The	boat	‘becomes	an	island	within	the	land,63’	
a	life	size	terrestrial	shipwreck.	
	
Roloff	continues	this	oceanic	earth	force	theme	in	his	ongoing	project	‘The	Sea	Within	the	Land’	(1998-
2016),	 imagining	 representations	 of	 various	 coastal	 cities	 after	 a	 complete	 glacial	meltdown.	 Roloff’s	
speculation	is	defined	by	modelling	changes	in	the	world’s	oceans	following	a	catastrophic	meltdown	of	
all	glaciers	across	the	globe,	causing	the	ocean	to	rise	by	80	metres.	Sonar-scan	technologies	commonly	
used	in	oceanographic	mapping	were	used	to	produce	terrestrial	scans	of	harbourside	areas	illustrating	
this	new	ocean	 level,	 resulting	 in	circumstances	similar	 to	the	middle	Eocene,	around	40	million	years	
ago64.	
	
A	2016	iteration	of	‘The	Sea	within	the	Land’	was	produced	for	‘Future	Stratigraphy’	–	an	initiative	of	the	
New	Materialism	research	cluster	based	at	Sydney	College	of	the	Arts.	A	drone	was	used	to	perform	an	
airborne	bathymetric	scan,	 flying	back	and	forth	as	 if	 to	map	an	ocean	floor	 in	the	surrounding	Callan	
Parklands	 in	 Sydney.	 The	drone	 tracked	 these	movements	 in	 correlation	with	 the	 flow	of	 the	 ancient	
super-river	 whose	 delta	 existed	 where	 Sydney	 Harbour	 is	 currently	 located.	 Notably,	 this	 delta	 is	
responsible	for	depositing	the	sedimentary	sandstone	used	in	the	construction	of	the	Kirkbride	complex,	
where	the	exhibition	was	held.	By	mimicking	the	mapping	of	continental	shelves	and	ocean	valleys,	the	
drone’s	 depth	 measurement	 device	 revealed	 a	 future	 invisible	 to	 the	 eye	 yet	 tangible	 through	
engagement	 with	 the	 geological	 layers	 inherent	 in	 the	 site	 and	 the	 ongoing	 video-modelling	 and	
schematics	produced	in	Roloff’s	project.	
	
	 	
                                                
63	"Future	Stratigraphy	Keynote	Lecture:	John	Roloff."	YouTube,	November	22,	2016,	accessed	July	29,	2017.	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hJs5XhllFwY&t=1s	
64	"Eocene	Epoch”	Encyclopedia	Britannica.	Accessed	July	29,	2017.	https://www.britannica.com/science/Eocene-
Epoch	
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Trapping	water	
	
	
 
Figure	20:	Bryden	Williams,	River	Detritus	(steel	reinforcement),	2016	
	
	
‘River	Detritus’	(2016)	is	a	series	of	found-object	sculptures	created	for	my	2016	solo	exhibition,	‘Hydro-
Wilderness’,	 which	 was	 a	 mixed-media	 installation	 dealing	 with	 the	 aesthetic	 and	 environmental	
implications	of	hydroelectric	and	water	management	infrastructures	held	in	Sydney’s	Firstdraft	Gallery.	
These	 concrete	 and	 found	object	 assemblages	 explored	 the	 underlying	matter	 of	 the	 Coxs	 River.	 The	
series	 was	 accompanied	 by	 my	 photographic	 project	 ‘Hydro-Wilderness’	 (2016),	 a	 portfolio	 of	
photographs	taken	at	various	water	infrastructures	and	dams	throughout	Eastern	Australia,	and	a	video	
installation	 ‘Kiewa	Peripheral’	 (2016),	which	consisted	of	a	seven-minute	single-channel	 rotating	video	
shot	in	Victoria’s	Kiewa	National	Park.	
	
During	 the	 process	 of	 casting	 ‘River	 Detritus’	 (2016),	 cement	 was	 mixed	 with	 river	 sand	 and	 then	
combined	with	campfire	cinders	and	glass	bottles,	and	then	set	in	rectangular	moulds.	These	sculptures	
stood	 upright	 on	 the	 floor,	 overlooked	 by	 a	 piece	 of	 distorted	 steel	 reinforcement,	 typically	 used	 to	
strengthen	cast	concrete	slabs.	These	portions	of	detritus	were	grafted	into	a	newfound	scenario,	being	
removed	from	the	river	and	exhibited	as	specimens	of	river	detritus.	
	
While	I	assigned	these	objects	into	sculptural	roles,	they	retained	their	individual	past.	The	amber	beer	
bottles	 ‘always	 remain	 the	 property	 of	 the	 NSW	 Brewing	 Company’.	 The	 campfire	 cinders	 were	 the	
recycled	remains	of	a	previous	artwork	intervention,	‘Fire	Sprinkler	above	Campfire’	(2016),	which	I	will	
describe	 further	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 ‘Future	 Stratigraphy’	 exhibition.	 The	 steel	 mesh	 was	 bent	 out	 of	
shape,	yet	it	retained	an	impression	of	its	grid	structure.	It	was	found	lodged	under	an	exposed	tree	root	
on	 the	 banks	 of	 the	 river,	 half	 buried	 in	 the	 sand	 as	 if	 in	 defiance	of	 the	 river’s	 disorder.	 Concrete’s	
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ordinary	role	as	a	substance	of	construction	and	rigidity	was	 instead	made	contemplative,	symbolic	to	
the	river’s	capacity	to	retain	sociocultural	histories	inside	infrastructures	that	in	turn	fall	apart	and	end	
up	being	consumed	back	into	the	river.	
	
	
 
Figure	21:	Bryden	Williams,	Hydro-Wilderness	exhibition	view,	2016	
	
	
Concrete	 is	made	 from	 limestone,	 a	 sedimentary	 rock	 formed	 in	 the	ocean.	 British	 Philosopher	 Sadie	
Plant	wrote	 about	 Austrian	 artist	 Christoph	Weber’s	work	with	 concrete	 in	 the	 essay	 ‘Not	 yet	 titled,	
never	will	be.’	Weber’s	bent,	twisted	and	half-broken	sculptural	experiments	extrapolate	the	geological,	
technological	and	sociocultural	aspects	of	concrete,	as	a	culturally	significant	material.	Plant	ruminates	
on	 concrete’s	widespread	use	 in	 civilisations	 past	 and	present,	 stating	 a	 number	 of	 compelling	 ideas;	
chiefly	regarding	the	redistribution	of	the	ocean	across	the	earth.	
	
	
‘The	production	of	concrete	continues	the	long	journey	made	by	limestone,	itself	a	sedimentary	
rock,	which	forms	in	warm	and	shallow	seas	alive	with	corals,	algae	and	skeletons	and	shells	of	
underwater	organisms	rich	in	calcium	carbonate.	This	fossilised	marine	environment	is	the	
limestone	that	is	later	quarried,	crushed	and	baked	into	cement.	When	water	is	added	to	the	
mix,	it	is	this	ancient	underwater	world	that	assumes	a	new	and	massively	redistributed	role	on	
the	surface	of	the	earth.65’	
	
	
                                                
65	Sadie	Plant,	Not	yet	titled,	never	will	be,	Konrad	Bitterli,	Andreas	Duscha,	Jens	Kastner,	Fiona	Liewehr,	Sadie	
Plant,	‘Christoph	Weber	–	Uncast	(Spector	Books,	Leipzig,	2015),	23.	
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Christoph	Weber	uses	concrete	in	its	simplest	form,	exploring	its	integrity	and	purpose,	using	purpose-
built	machinery	 in	order	to	change	the	shape	of	the	concrete	during	 its	curing	process.	Works	such	as	
‘Beton	(gefaltet)’	(2012)	–	concrete,	folded	–	and	‘Beton	(gerollt)’	(2012)	–	concrete,	rolled,	attest	to	the	
actions	subjected	on	the	concrete;	forces	executed	during	the	short	window	of	opportunity	before	the	
cement	 cures.	 Forceful	 actions	 cause	 the	 pieces	 to	 warp	 into	 unreal	 shapes,	 otherwise	 unachievable	
with	 standard	 concrete	 setting	methods.	 The	 concrete	 takes	on	new	shapes	due	 to	 these	alterations,	
sometimes	 resembling	a	 fabric	 rather	 than	solid	concrete.	The	concrete	mix	 is	also	meddled	with	and	
supporting	formwork	is	often	removed	before	the	piece	is	set.	Weber	deviates	from	industry	standards	
and	uses	altered	ratio	mixes	not	typically	used	for	structurally	sound	concrete.	These	processes	dictate	a	
new	 form.	 This	 results	 in	 bent,	 twisted,	 squeezed	 and	 half-broken	 sculptures	 that	 attest	 to	 the	
weaknesses	of	concrete	–	customised	and	planned	to	fail.		
	
Working	 with	 concrete	 is	 like	 cooking.	 Plant	 describes	 Weber’s	 work	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 processes	
involved	in	mixing	ingredients	to	obtain	a	desired	and	well-cooked,	form	–	processes	that	Weber	abuses	
intentionally	-	‘Like	a	cake	taken	out	of	the	oven	too	soon..	each	of	these	not	quite	ready-mades	stands,	
or	 rather	 doesn’t	 quite	 stand,	 paused	 on	 its	way	 to	 assuming	 its	 proper	 industry	 standard	 form,	 not	
quite	up	to	the	shape	it	was	supposed	to	take.66’	One	of	the	works	from	the	series	‘not	yet	titled’	(2014)	
is	a	visible	sequence	of	the	almost	perfect	outcome,	followed	by	gradually	weakened	versions,	 folding	
over	themselves	as	they	slide	down	a	wall	from	upright	into	completely	unstable	rubble.	For	Plant,	the	
exothermic	properties	of	concrete	when	combined	with	water	are	akin	to	a	form	of	cooking	–	the	baking	
and	resting	of	a	dish	made	from	select	ingredients.	Water	is	crucial	to	concrete.	Without	water,	concrete	
is	not	able	to	assume	a	solid	form.	‘So	crucial	is	water	to	(cements)	chemistry,	that	concrete	can	almost	
be	said	to	be	a	means	of	trapping	liquid,	making	water	set.67’		
	
	
 
Figure	22:	Christoph	Weber,	not	yet	titled,	2015	
                                                
66	Ibid,	23.	
67	Ibid,	21.	
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Controlled	 experiments	 call	 for	 controlling	 infrastructure.	 Calculable	 and	 standardised,	 concrete	 has	
historically	 found	 itself	prized.	Since	the	Romans	realised	their	marine	structures	and	colosseums	with	
its	 ancient	 form68,	 it	 has	 filled	 the	 gaps	of	human	 infrastructural	 endeavours.	Weber’s	practice,	 along	
with	a	range	of	artists	that	I	will	discuss	shortly,	is	an	exercise	in	trapping	water;	of	speculating	how	the	
substance	 crucial	 to	our	bodies,	our	 landscapes	and	our	 imaginations	 is	 contained,	exploited,	 revered	
and	made	navigable.		
	
	
‘Bridges,	tunnels,	dams,	canals,	walls,	pipes,	railways,	runways,	and	roads:	concrete	is	the	
crucial	substance	of	the	entire	structure	and	infrastructure	of	the	modern	world.69’	
	
	
	
My	 work	 titled	 ‘Fire	 Sprinkler	 above	 Campfire’	 (2016)	 further	 explores	 the	 role	 that	 water	 has	 as	 a	
controlling	substance	in	outdoor	and	interior	sites	alike.	The	work	consists	of	a	documented	site-specific	
interaction	of	a	fire	sprinkler	system	installed	above	a	campfire	in	a	riverside	location,	The	Coxs	River	in	
the	Blue	Mountains.	 The	 sprinkler	 system	 is	 a	 common	 fixture	used	across	 industrial	 and	 commercial	
buildings	and	sites	for	automatic	fire	protection.	Salvaged	from	a	large	venue	space,	galvanised	lengths	
of	 piping,	 elbow	 joins	 and	 sprinkler	 heads	were	 assembled	 in	 situ,	 spanning	 between	 two	 River	 She-
oaks,	 connected	 to	an	electric	 constant-pressure	water	pump.	The	glass	 sprinkler	valve	 is	designed	 to	
activate	 (explode)	 should	 it	 exceed	 the	 temperature	 threshold	 of	 the	 68	degrees	 Celsius.	 This	 ‘out	 of	
context’	 safety	mechanism	 imposed	 itself	 on	 a	 campfire	 in	 a	 seemingly	 deserted	 campsite.	While	 the	
electric	 pump	 sucked	 water	 from	 the	 river	 in	 order	 to	 charge	 the	 piping,	 the	 over-engineered	 and	
seemingly	inefficient	means	of	extinguishing	a	campfire	stood	on	standby		-	the	scenario	was	inherently	
contrived.	
	
When	the	heat	of	 the	fire	eventually	reached	the	sprinkler	head,	 it	shattered	the	glass	stop	valve	and	
allowed	the	pressurised	water	to	escape	from	the	sprinkler	head.	The	flow	was	too	broad	to	extinguish	
the	fire	properly,	due	to	the	sprinkler’s	excessive	height.	Over	some	minutes,	a	curtain	of	water,	steam	
and	ash	 surrounded	 the	diminishing	 fire	–	eventually	bringing	 it	 close	 to	 the	point	of	extinguishment.	
Fire,	 water	 and	 wood	 fought	 against	 each	 other	 in	 what	 became	 an	 exercise	 in	 entropy.	 The	 fire	
eventually	succumbed	to	the	water,	while	slow	motion	video	and	photographs	documented	the	fading	
spectacle.	
	
	
	
                                                
68	"How	Ancient	Roman	concrete	still	stands	while	modern	version	erodes."	ABC	News,	July	05,	2017,	accessed	July	
29,	2017,	http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-07-05/scientists-uncover-ancient-roman-concrete-secret/8679650.	
69	Sadie	Plant,	Not	yet	titled,	never	will	be,	Konrad	Bitterli,	Andreas	Duscha,	Jens	Kastner,	Fiona	Liewehr,	Sadie	
Plant,	‘Christoph	Weber	–	Uncast	(Spector	Books,	Leipzig,	2015),	19.	
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Figure	23:	Bryden	Williams,	Fire	Sprinkler	above	Campfire,	2016	
	
	
Originally	 created	 for	 my	 February	 2016	 exhibition	 ‘Site-Specifics’	 at	 Interlude	 Gallery	 in	 Glebe,	 ‘Fire	
Sprinkler	above	Campfire’	was	also	 included	 in	the	September	2016	 ‘Future	Stratigraphy’	exhibition	at	
Sydney	College	of	 the	Arts,	 as	discussed	previously	 in	 relation	 to	 John	Roloff’s	work.	Curated	by	Kath	
Fries,	‘Future	Stratigraphy’	‘asked	how	our	current	human	activities	will	reveal	themselves	in	the	layers	
of	the	future,	by	exploring	traces	and	scars	of	human	presence	on	Earth,	and	how	we	work	with,	exploit,	
understand	and	attempt	to	rehabilitate	our	planet.’70.	Fries	describes	‘Fire	Sprinkler	above	Campfire’	as	
follows:	
‘Williams’	work	may	suggest	feeble	human	attempts	to	respond	to	climate	change	in	our	uncoordinated	
efforts	 to	 individually	 put	 out	 each	 spot	 fire..	 However,	 campfires	 invite	 contemplation,	 perhaps	 to	
reflect	on	the	absurdity	of	first	fuelling	climate	change	then	trying	to	control	it.71’	
	
‘Fire	Sprinkler	Above	Campfire’	gave	the	architecturally	bound	fire	safety	system	a	peculiar	new	setting.	
It	was	an	outdoor	transplantation	of	interior	aesthetical	and	logistical	elements	of	fire	code	and	water	
facilities,	 usually	 reserved	 for	 urban	 spaces.	 The	 system	 stood	 as	 a	 vestige	 to	 Plant’s	 invocation	 of	
industry	standards.	Analogies	could	be	found	 in	describing	the	Coxs	River	as	a	compromised	 industrial	
site,	 due	 to	mining,	 farming	 and	 agricultural	waste	 -	 in	which	 case	 the	 fire	 sprinkler	 embodies	 these	
ecologically	compromising	factors.	Additionally,	the	Australian	bush	is	a	volatile	environment	where	fire	
is	often	a	crucial	part	in	the	ecosystem’s	regeneration.	While	naturally	occurring	fires	and	the	culture	of	
historic	 burning	 by	 Aboriginal	 people	 across	 Australia	 are	 conducive	 to	 this	 regeneration,	 the	 fire	
sprinkler	can	represent	a	culturally	appropriated	and	unsuitable	means	of	controlling	bushland.	As	the	
Coxs	River	flows	into	the	Warragamba	reservoir,	forming	Sydney’s	water	supply,	in	‘Fire	Sprinkler	above	
Campfire’	 it	 was	 briefly	 inducted	 into	 a	 new	 scenario,	made	 to	 perform;	 to	 illustrate	 a	modern	 non-
                                                
70	Kath	Fries,	“Future	Stratigraphy:	[6-29	October	2016,	SCA	Galleries]	/	{curator,	Kath	Fries],	Sydney	College	of	the	
Arts	(2016):	8.	
71	Kath	Fries,	“Future	Stratigraphy:	[6-29	October	2016,	SCA	Galleries]	/	{curator,	Kath	Fries],	Sydney	College	of	the	
Arts	(2016):	10.		
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functional	 purpose	 –	 at	 once	 pressurised,	 atomised	 and	 drenched	 through	 combusted	 wood	 into	 its	
sand	banks.	The	water	re-joined	the	river,	only	to	become	impounded	and	fed	through	a	similar	process	
all	over	again	once	it	reaches	Warragamba	Dam.	
	
In	New	York	there	are	1000’s	of	wooden,	steel	and	fiberglass	water	towers	that	populate	the	rooftops	of	
buildings,	both	residential	and	commercial.	These	towers	are	a	feature	of	buildings	deemed	unsuitable	
for	 ordinary	 street	 level	 water	 pressure	 and	 double	 as	 fire-protection	 reservoirs.	 British	 artist	 Rachel	
Whiteread	 developed	 a	 translucent	 replica	 of	 these	 iconic	 objects,	 ‘Water	 Tower’	 (1998)	 –	 a	 kind	 of	
water	tank	doppelganger,	resin-cast	from	the	inside	of	a	cedar	wood	tower.	
	
Commissioned	 by	 New	 York	 City’s	 Public	 Art	 Fund,	Whiteread	 chose	 to	work	with	 the	 commonplace	
water	 towers	 that	 adorned	 the	 rooftops	 of	 New	 York,	mostly	 in	 the	Manhattan	 area.	 The	work	 was	
purchased	 by	 the	 Museum	 of	 Modern	 Art	 (MOMA)	 and	 relocated	 from	 its	 previous	 rooftop	 in	
Manhatten	to	 its	current	position	on	MOMA’s	rooftop	 in	Queens.	Architect	 James	Middlebrook	wrote	
an	article	on	the	processes	 involved	 in	 the	 transplantation	of	 the	work	since	 it	was	 first	purchased	by	
MOMA.	While	Middlebrook	designed	the	original	steel	truss	platform,	which	supported	the	four-tonne	
object,	 there	 were	 a	 number	 of	 inquiries	 from	 the	 City’s	 Fire	 Department	 resulting	 in	 Middlebrook	
overseeing	 further	 infrastructure	 being	 installed,	 involving	 extra	 ladders	 and	 handrails	 for	 rooftop	
emergency	 access.	 The	Museum	 consulted	 the	 artist	 and	 the	 preservation	 team,	 and	 thus	 additional	
features	 were	 installed.	 The	 work	 now	 receives	 its	 own	 attendant	 infrastructure.	 The	 clear	 resin	 is	
seemingly	 waterlike	 yet	 entirely	 synthetic,	 camouflaged	 by	 undiscerning	 handrails	 and	 support	
structures	as	if	anticipating	the	discarded	cedar	tank’s	miraculous	return.	
	
	
 
Figure	24:	Rachel	Whiteread,	Water	Tower,	1998	
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German	 artists	 Hilla	 and	 Bernd	 Becher	 focus	 on	 the	 aesthetics	 of	 urban	 architecture.	 Meticulously	
uniform	photographic	archives	of	 industrial	 infrastructures	such	as	blast	furnaces,	gas	tanks,	and	most	
relevant	to	this	thesis,	water	tanks,	provide	highly	resolved	imagery	of	the	disappeared	infrastructures	
of	 yesteryear.	 The	 Bechers	 were	 central	 to	 a	 formalist	 style	 of	 photography	 that	 established	 a	 new	
archive	vernacular.	 In	 their	work,	architecture	was	presented	 in	a	 rigid	perspective	–	uniform	 in	 scale	
and	 tilt-shifted	 to	 retain	 proportion	 and	 perspective	 of	 tanks,	 pipes,	 blast	 furnaces	 and	water	 towers	
under	consistent	lighting	conditions.	This	style	highlights	any	differences	in	design	and	material	between	
construction	 eras,	 just	 as	 a	 topographic	 map	 would	 uniformly	 depict	 strata	 and	 the	 terrain	 of	 a	
landscape.	The	Bechers	are	 internationally	 renowned	 for	 their	 role	 in	capturing	 the	visible	 surfaces	of	
changing	 urban	 landscapes	 throughout	 Europe	 and	 the	 United	 States.	 The	 architecture	 of	 water	
management	was	a	constant	feature,	structures	that	appear	in	a	state	of	decay,	disuse	and	monumental	
stasis.	
	
The	 series,	 ‘Typology	 of	 Water	 Towers’	 (1972	 –	 2009),	 consists	 of	 numerous	 black	 and	 white	 large-
format	photographs	of	various	water	towers	throughout	the	world	(from	visits	to	America,	their	home	
country	of	Germany	and	across	Europe).	Taken	with	identical	proportions	and	uniformly	framed	across	
each	 photograph,	 these	 works	 are	 charted	 architectures	 –	 evidence	 of	 moments	 in	 the	 industrial	
landscapes	 throughout	 the	 20th	 century,	 as	 the	 cast-iron	 truss	 and	 riveted	piping	 lost	 dominance	 and	
gave	way	to	reinforced	concrete,	glass	and	alloys	in	the	latter	half	of	the	20th	century.		
	
In	chapter	one,	Martin	Thomas	stated	the	following:	‘The	temporal	jarring	that	occurs	with	almost	any	
photograph..	attains	added	poignancy	in	wilderness	photography	with	its	odd	strain	of	nostalgia.72’	For	
the	 Bechers,	 the	 decaying	 industrial	 landscape	 is	 itself	 ceding	 to	 disuse,	 abandonment	 and	 removal.	
However	 unlike	 the	 work	 of	 photographer	 Peter	 Dombrovskis,	 who’s	 concern	 was	 a	 disappearing	
wilderness,	 the	 Bechers’	 photography	 is	 a	 testament	 to	 an	 industrial	 past	 and	 a	 documentarian	 gaze	
upon	ground	level	water	towers	throughout	urban	and	regional	territories	today.	
	
	
	
                                                
72	Martin	Thomas,	Australian	Perspecta	Consortium,	and	Art	Gallery	of	New	South	Wales,	Uncertain	Ground:	
Essays:	Essays	Between	Art	+	Nature	(Sydney,	NSW:	Art	Gallery	of	New	South	Wales,	2000),	9.	
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Figure	25:	Bernd	and	Hilla	Becher,	Water	Towers,	1972	-	2009	
	
	
Through	 Rachel	 Whiteread’s	 ‘Watertower’	 (1998)	 and	 the	 Bechers’	 typographic	 archive	 of	 obsolete	
water	infrastructures,	‘Typology	of	Water	Towers’	(1972	–	2009),	we	can	surmise	that	the	abandonment	
of	water	 containments	 is	 symbolic	of	 a	 changing	 social	 order	–	 a	 shift	 in	 society’s	perception	of	 itself	
amongst	 the	 technologically	 enhanced,	 or	 indeed	 the	 geographically	 obscured,	 landscapes	 which	 we	
inhabit.	This	shift	 is	observed	through	artists	performing	the	roles,	and	examining	the	fields,	of	that	of	
an	 archivist	 (Bernd	 and	 Hilla	 Becher,	 Rachel	 Whiteread	 and	 David	 Stephenson),	 geologist	 (Robert	
Smithson	and	 John	Roloff),	 environmentalist	 (Peter	Dombrovskis	 and	Olegas	 Truchanas)	 and	historian	
(Simon	Starling).		
	
Whiteread’s	 ‘Water	Tower’	mimicked	 its	original	 form	and	 took	on	a	new	speculative	 role.	 For	 fellow	
British	 artist	 Simon	 Starling,	who’s	work	 I	 discussed	 in	 the	 first	 chapter,	 sociohistorical	 process-based	
practice	often	reveals	how,	in	the	context	of	this	thesis,	the	nature	of	things	can	be	examined	through	
practical	means	through	which	artists	construct,	utilise	and	perceive	the	hydrological	realm.	Works	like	
Whiteread’s	 ‘Water	 Tower’	 and	 Starling’s	 ‘Shedboatshed’	 consider	what	 is	 lost	 and	what	 is	 gained	 in	
recreating	 a	 thing	 from	 the	 past	 –	 for	 Starling	 a	 lineage	 carried	 into	 the	 performance	 piece,	
‘Autoxylopyrocycloboros’	(2006).	
	
Created	near	a	UK	naval	base	in	Scotland,	Loch	Long,	‘Autoxylopyrocycloboros’	involved	the	resurrection	
of	a	sunken	boat,	and	a	small	steam	engine,	both	retrieved	from	underwater.	Taken	on	a	brief	voyage	
on	the	Loch,	the	wooden	boat	was	chopped	up	and	fed	into	the	steam	engine’s	boiler,	at	once	making	
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the	 journey	possible	whilst	 ensuring	 the	boats	 gradual	demise,	 eventually	 sinking	back	down	 into	 the	
Loch,	 taking	 the	 steam	 engine	 with	 it.	 Thus,	 Starling’s	 work	 reminds	 us	 of	 the	 accidents	 inherent	 in	
technological	 innovation.	Virilio’s	 ‘speed’	proliferates	 the	hydrological	 realm	 in	a	visible	manner	–	 the	
invention	 of	 the	 ship	 and	 it’s	 simultaneous	 accident	 –	 as	 exemplified	 in	 Roloff’s	 ‘Humbolt	 Ship’	 or	
Starling’s	‘self	defeating	voyage	on	a	small	wooden	steamboat.73’		
	
	
 
 
Figure	26:	Simon	Starling	Autoxylopyrocycloboros	detail,	2006	
  
                                                
73 Simon Starling in interview at Simon Starling Conference, Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, 
February 2015. http://www.macm.org/en/expositions/simon-starling/ 
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Conclusion:	
	
A	hydrological	 imaginary	 is	a	product	of	our	 reliance	on	water.	This	 reliance	 is	defined	 through	water	
management	infrastructures	as	well	as	the	geopolitical	and	environmental	aspects	of	climate	change	–	a	
realm	that	has	broadly	imaginable	consequences.	Industrial	structures	of	geopolitical	consequence,	such	
as	mega	dams	and	transnational	pipeline	projects,	have	been	discussed	chiefly	through	the	research	of	
Terje	 Tvedt	 and	 David	 E.	 Nye.	 While	 I	 have	 explored	 these	 sociocultural	 and	 technological	 fields	 in	
relation	to	select	artists,	theorists	and	writers	discussed	throughout	this	thesis,	my	work	during	the	MFA	
degree	 has	 evolved	 from	 the	 local	 context	 of	 the	 Australian	 landscape,	 to	 a	 broader	 imaginary	 and	
physical	 terrain.	 I	 have	 branched	 off	 from	 location-based	 interventions	 such	 as	 ‘Fire	 Sprinkler	 above	
Campfire’	 (2016)	 and	 ‘Streetlamp	 above	 River’	 (2016)	 staged	 on	 the	 Coxs	 River,	 to	 the	 ‘Hydro-
Wilderness’	 (2016)	 exhibition,	 chartering	 dams	 in	 Eastern	 Australia.	 At	 the	 time	 of	 writing	 this	
conclusion	 I	 have	 a	 project	 in	 development,	 titled	 ‘Guessing	 at	 the	 Deadman	 too	 Late’	 (2017)	 –	 an	
exploration	of	technology,	trauma,	ancestry	and	a	swamp	in	Lower	Saxony,	Germany.			
	
Accordingly,	this	exhibition	was	initiated	through	the	winter	exchange	program	at	Universität	der	Künste	
(UdK),	 Berlin.	 During	 the	 second	 year	 of	 my	 degree,	 I	 travelled	 abroad	 to	 Berlin	 to	 refine	 my	
understanding	 of	 water	 imaginings	 in	 the	 global	 context.	 Reflecting	 on	 Germany’s	 wartime	 history,	
particularly	 through	 W.G.	 Sebald’s	 ‘On	 the	 Natural	 History	 of	 Destruction’	 (1999),	 I	 investigated	 an	
ancestral	German	 thread,	 based	on	 research	 into	 the	wartime	 involvement	of	my	 great	 grandparents	
and	uncles	who,	two	generations	removed	from	German	nationality,	fought	against	Germany	with	the	
Allied	 Forces	 in	World	War	 II.	 I	was	 particularly	 intrigued	by	 the	 events	 surrounding	 the	 death	of	my	
Great	Uncle	–	who’s	 (bog)	body	 lay	submerged	 in	a	swamp	for	a	period	of	 ten	years	after	his	Whitley	
Bomber	was	 gunned	down	 in	 the	 events	 of	 the	 June	1942	Bremen	 raid.	 I	 began	 a	 body	of	work	 that	
linked	these	familial	associations	with	with	wartime	history	and	took	advantage	of	my	relative	proximity	
to	the	swamp	crash	site	through	a	filming	field	visit.	The	Berlin	chapter	of	this	project	culminated	 in	a	
solo	exhibition	at	a	gallery,	Kaskl,	in	Lichtenberg,	Berlin.	I	chose	to	reflect	on	my	European	ancestry	and	
the	embodiment	of	wartime	technological	production	in	the	crashed	aircraft,	anchored	to	the	physical	
setting	of	a	swamp,	where	the	bomber	lay	concealed	behind	forest	before	it	was	discovered	when	the	
swamp	was	drained	in	1952.	These	elements	shaped	the	narrative	of	my	art,	leaving	behind	associations	
with	 Australia’s	 landscape	 and	 cultural	 identity	 as	 told	 through	 hydrological	 materials	 and	
circumstances.		
	
The	‘Guessing	at	the	Deadman	too	Late’	(2017)	exhibition	was	a	mixed-media	treatment	of	the	juncture	
between	heritage	and	mortality	using	video,	historical	documents,	letter	correspondences	and	a	pair	of	
found	 objects	 –	 a	 relic	 Whitley	 Bomber	 exhaust	 sourced	 from	 an	 UK	 EBay	 merchant	 and	 a	 Leitz	
Epidiascope,	 a	German-made	 document	 projector,	which	 I	 found	 discarded	 at	UdK.	 The	 video,	 sound	
and	a	 sculptural	accompaniment	were	 installed	 in	 the	starkly	 lit	 space	of	Kaskl	Gallery	 in	 Lichtenberg,	
Berlin;	itself	a	target	of	the	Allied	Forces’	raids.		
While	 a	 departure	 from	my	unpeopled	 interventions	 and	 somewhat	objective	 approach	 to	 ideas,	 this	
exhibition,	 spanning	 originally	 from	 the	 hydrological	 focus	 point	 of	 the	 swamp,	 led	me	 to	 reflect	 on	
family	 history	 in	 a	 new	 way	 and	 to	 recognise	 that	 it	 was	 already	 a	 strong	 element	 in	 much	 of	 my	
previous	work.	
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In	retrospect,	the	major	themes	of	my	two	shows	‘Site-Specifics’	(Interlude,	February	2016)	and	‘Hydro-
Wilderness’	 (Firstdraft,	 September	 2016),	 while	 focussed	 on	 the	 infrastructural	 and	 technological	
footprints	on	the	natural	environment,	spawned	originally	from	my	childhood	growing	up	on	the	farm	in	
the	 Megalong	 Valley.	 When	 I	 lived	 there	 and	 for	 a	 number	 of	 years	 after	 I	 moved	 to	 Sydney	 for	
university	I	still	held	this	place	very	close	to	my	heart.	Although	my	masters	degree	work	wasn’t	made	in	
direct	consideration	of	this	personal	connection,	or	the	private	aspects	of	my	link	to	a	landscape,	I	feel	
that	 the	works	occupy	a	kind	of	neutral	place;	contemporary	art	made	 from	undisclosed	 longings	and	
anxieties	that	I	suffer	from.	Perhaps	my	work,	in	particular	‘Guessing	at	the	Deadman	too	Late’	reaches	
into	the	collective	 identity,	and	 lasting	traumas,	of	place.	There	 is	a	 level	of	discomfort	 in	my	 life,	 just	
like	anyone’s	life,	that	I	filter	into	my	practice.	I	break	these	feelings	down	to	elemental	substances,	like	
water	and	fire,	to	perhaps	gain	a	unique	view	of	the	primal	idiosyncrasies	of	the	human	race.		
	
Thus,	this	thesis	is	a	distillation	of	two	trajectories:	The	elemental	object	of	water	and,	on	a	terrestrial	
level,	 the	 technological	 mediations	 that	 shape	 our	 understanding	 of	 it.	 My	 practice	 suggest	 new	
understandings	between	these	trajectories,	 through	seemingly	disparate	bodies	of	water:	The	Yangtze	
River;	The	River	Ems	(the	location	of	Great	Uncle	Eric’s	plane	crash);	The	Coxs;	The	Kiewa;	and	the	some	
of	the	other	rivers	I	have	discussed	including;	the	Rhine;	The	Colorado;	The	Gordon	and	the	Yellow	River.	
	
This	 has	 been	 a	 narrative	 on	 the	 natural	 and	 assisted	 movement	 of	 water.	 Thus,	 the	 hydrological	
imaginary,	 as	 explained	 through	 art	 theory,	 sociology,	 and	 technology	 history	 and	 illustrated	 in	 the	
artworks	and	ideas	that	I	have	discussed	in	this	thesis,	has	a	weight;	a	dilemma,	which	I	explore	through	
the	 intellectual	 processes	 of	my	 practice.	 I	 hope	 that	 I	 have	 guided	 the	 reader	 through	 the	 identity-
shaping	 sociocultural,	 utilitarian	 and	 speculative	 attributes	 of	 water	 aiming	 to	 instil	 a	 mindful	
perspective	on	the	changing	nature	that	technology	has	in	shaping	the	spaces	around	us,	hydrological,	
imagined	and	otherwise.		
	
	
 
Figure	27:	Bryden	Williams,	Guessing	at	the	Deadman	too	Late,	exhibition	detail,	2017	 	
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Appendix	
 
The	following	images	are	documentation	of	the	work	presented	for	the	September	2017	Masters	of	Fine	
Arts	examination,	held	at	Sydney	College	of	the	Arts,	installation	rooms	one	and	two.		
All	work	by	Bryden	Williams,	including	the	documentation.		
	
Installation	room	one:	
-	Fire	Sprinkler	(australian	standard	campfire),	2017,	HD	video	2:30	duration,	fire	piping.	
	
Installation	room	two:		
-	River	Detritus	(reinforcement),	2016,	Steel	reinforcement,	1300	x	750	x	300mm	
-	River	Detritus	(always	remains	the	property	of	the	NSW	brewing	company),	2016,	Cement,	river	sand,	
found	glass	bottles,	510	x	450	x	400mm.	
-	Clover	Dam,	2016,	archival	pigment	on	Ilford	pearl	laminated	on	alupanel,	534	x	356mm.	
-	 River	 Detritus	 (australian	 standard	 campfire),	 2017,	 Cement,	 campfire	 cinders,	 plywood,	 river	 sand,	
390	x	390	x	90mm.	
-	68	degrees	Celsius,	2017,	used	fire	sprinkler,	45	x	45	x	50mm.		
	
 
 
	
Figure	24:	Installation	rooms’	one	and	two,	Sydney	College	of	the	Arts,	2017	
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Figure	25:	Installation	room	two	install	view,	2017	
 
 
Figure	26:	Installation	room	two	install	view,	2017	
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Figure	27:	River	Detritus	(always	remains	the	property	of	the	NSW	brewing	company),	2016,	Cement,	river	sand,	
found	glass	bottles,	510	x	450	x	400mm,	Bryden	Williams	
 
 
Figure	28:	River	Detritus	(always	remains	the	property	of	the	NSW	brewing	company),	2016,	Cement,	river	sand,	
found	glass	bottles,	510	x	450	x	400mm,	Bryden	Williams	
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Figure	29:	River	Detritus	(reinforcement),	2016,	steel	reinforcement,	1300	x	750	x	300mm,	Bryden	Williams	
 
 
Figure	30:	River	Detritus	(reinforcement)	detail,	2016,	steel	reinforcement,	1300	x	750	x	300mm,	Bryden	
Williams	
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Figure	31:	River	Detritus	(australian	standard	campfire),	2017,	cement,	campfire	cinders,	plywood,	river	sand,	
390	x	390	x	90mm,	Bryden	Williams	
 
 
Figure	32:	River	Detritus	(australian	standard	campfire)	detail,	2017,	cement,	campfire	cinders,	plywood,	river	
sand,	390	x	390	x	90mm,	Bryden	Williams	
 60 
 
Figure	33:	Clover	Dam,	2016,	archival	pigment	on	Ilford	pearl	laminated	on	alupanel,	534	x	356mm,	Bryden	
Williams	
 
 
Figure	34:	68	degrees	Celsius,	2017,	used	fire	sprinkler,	45	x	45	x	50mm,	Bryden	Williams	
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Figure	35:	Installation	room	one	install	view,	2017	
 
 
Figure	36:	Installation	room	one	install	view,	2017	
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Figure	37:	Installation	room	one	install	view,	2017	
 
 
Figure	38:	Fire	Sprinkler	(australian	standard	campfire)	install	detail,	2017,	HD	video	2:30	duration,	fire	piping,	
dimensions	variable,	Bryden	Williams	
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Figure	39:	Fire	Sprinkler	(australian	standard	campfire)	screengrab,	2017,	HD	video	2:30	duration,	Bryden	
Williams	
 
 
Figure	40:	Fire	Sprinkler	(australian	standard	campfire)	screengrab,	2017,	HD	video	2:30	duration,	Bryden	
Williams	
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Figure	41:	Fire	Sprinkler	(australian	standard	campfire)	screengrab,	2017,	HD	video	2:30	duration,	Bryden	
Williams	
 
 
Figure	42:	Fire	Sprinkler	(australian	standard	campfire)	screengrab,	2017,	HD	video	2:30	duration,	Bryden	
Williams	
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Figure	43:	Fire	Sprinkler	(australian	standard	campfire)	screengrab,	2017,	HD	video	2:30	duration,	Bryden	
Williams	
 
